Valparaiso University

ValpoScholar
The Cresset (archived issues)
3-1986

The Cresset (Vol. XLIX, No. 5)
Valparaiso University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.valpo.edu/cresset_archive
Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons, and the Public Affairs, Public Policy and Public
Administration Commons
This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by ValpoScholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in
The Cresset (archived issues) by an authorized administrator of ValpoScholar. For more information, please
contact a ValpoScholar staff member at scholar@valpo.edu.

• Edmund Burke and the Dangers of Political Theology
• An Indian Easter Cycle: A Study in Creative Syncretism
• On Predicting the Future of Communication Technology

·..:· ~
=··.: ·.:·~7. ..:··:19, •'•

·.·.·.····
. . ··:.
~:::

.

A review of Literature, the Arts, and Public Affairs

. March, 1986

____

.

~··

CRESSET

Valparaiso University
Valparaiso, Indiana 46383

ROBERT V. S.CJ;Ll'~Al).Il,,o Publisher
JAMES NU~Cfi;t.[~i:E•~= ·f..ditar

.

.

Contriii~ors
. .
3

MARCH, 1986 Vol. XLIX, No. 5
ISSN 0011-1198

.
COi.~t:SP.<j)NDENCE
.. ..... ..... .

.

·. ·:·:::.

...

I Theodore M. Ludwig

3

;r.(~!st L~;J~·r·~FTiJf.l~~~ ..E~}:NING

4

".rli.Eda~!. i:s·lt-£~ J;u A.

6
15
20

(Verse)

. ... ..... ..••..
aJw~
LITURGY
.. .P. Senne 1 AN "i~tHA~=~sTER
.: .
Davti.f..~tul
. Nord I THE..J.RONiES
... OF COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY
Lois Reiner I THEN x·v-:;;~) •
..

21 James Combs I BACK TO THE PAST
24 Glenn N. Schram I JOHN STUART MILL AND PORNOGRAPHY
26 Charles Vandersee I TABLE TALK
28 Jill Baumgaertner I APPROACH/AVOIDANCE ANTHOLOGY
32 Dot Nuechterlein I SOME MISERIES

Departmental Editors
Jill Baumgaertner, Poetry Editor
Richard H. W. Brauer, Art Editor
Dorothy Czamanske, Copy Editor

Advisory Board
James Albers
Richard Baepler
James Caristi
Alfred Meyer

Frederick Niedner
Mel Piehl
Mark Schwehn
Sue Wienhorst

Business Managers
Wilbur H. Hutchins, Finance
Betty Wagner, Administration and Circulation
THE CRESSET is published monthly during the academic year,
September through May, by the Valparaiso University Press as a
forum for ideas and informed opinion. The views expressed are
those of the writers and do not necessarily reflect the preponderance of opinion at Valparaiso University. Manuscripts should be
addressed to the Editor and accompanied by return postage. Letters to the Editor for publication are subject to editing for brevity. The Book Review Index and the American Humanities Index list
Cresset reviews. Second class postage paid at Valparaiso, Indiana.
Regular subscription rates: one year-$7 .50; two years--$13.00;
single copy-$1.00. Student subscription rates: one year-$3.50;
single copy-$.60. Entire contents copyrighted 1986 by the Valparaiso University Press, Valparaiso, Indiana 46383, without
whose written permission reproduction in whole or in part for
any purpose whatsoever is expressly forbidden.

2

Above: Yaqui Deer Dancer
Cover: Yaqui Pascola Masks
Illustrations by Kevin Ludwig. See article, p.6.
RHWB
The Cresset

CORRESPONDENCE
The Cresset welcomes letters to the
Editor. Restrictions on space require
that letters be as concise as possible, and
they are subject to editing for brevity.
Letters intended for publication should
include the name and address of the
sender.

To the Editor of The Cresset:
It is gratifying to an author when
readers respond with questions and
proposals. Responses to my article
of over a year ago, "Does God
Have Many Names? Theology and
the Religions" (The Cresset, September, 1984), still come to me,
carrying the discussion forward.
Much work is being done on this
topic at present, and I hope to continue the discussion in a future article.
However, several letters have
made it apparent that some readers
have misunderstood the intention
of my earlier article, and it might
be helpful for me to give a short
response at this time. These readers say that my article advocates
"universalism," which they explain
as the idea that people are given eternal life in heaven through the
various religions apart from Jesus
Christ.
My article certainly did not say
this, and I am sorry for whatever
unclarities that exist in the article
which caused this misunderstanding. It is of the very essence of
Christianity to believe that God
gives eternal salvation only through
Jesus Christ as the center of the divine plan of salvation and that
Christians are to share this good
news with all other people. My article presupposed this central Christian teaching. While I advocate
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dialogue with people of other religions, I have said clearly that when
engaging in such dialogue it is very
important to hold fast to one's
deepest convictions.
But while holding to these central Christian convictions, what
kind of attitude do we display toward those of other faiths? This
was the central problem taken up
in my article. In place of the arrogant and hostile attitude which has
often been demonstrated, I propose that our Christian commitment allows us, even impels us, to
respect and love our neighbors of
other religions. We need to remember that God is in some way at
work in their lives as the on-going
Creator of all peoples.
One way to create a climate of
trust and respect today is to meet

these neighbors of other faiths in
the sharing and recelVIng of
dialogue. This would not be a substitute for the commission to witness Christ to all peoples, but it is
a way of sensitizing ourselves to
their beliefs and values, sharing
our faith with them· in a compelling
and inspiring way, and learning
something from them of God's
workings in the world.
While this activity of dialogue
may be in some tension with the
Christian claim to universal truth
and the mission of making disciples
for Christ, it is a creative tension.
There is no reason, and no evidence from experience, that such
dialogue should lead to a watering
down of Christian beliefs or a slackening of the mission of evangelism.
I suggest that Christians can carry
on their mission to the world, not
with an attitude of arrogance and
superiority, but with a sense of
humility, awe, and joy at the
greatness
of
God's
Mystery,
recognizing the limitations of our
understanding of God.
Theodore M. Ludwig
Valparaiso, Indiana

September Evening
The sun is going to
touch the horizon;
the shadow of the church
fades in the great space of
drier grassses and sudden rustles.
Good farmers have emptied some fields
under cooler skies where
birds are heading south
in flocks or alone.
Oh, how things get darker and indistinct!
The highest tree top reflects
a red hue from
yellowing leaves.

Horst Ludwig
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IN LUCE TUA
Comment on Contemporary Affairs by the Editor

Edmund Burke and Political Theology
In a recent rereading of Edmund Burke's Reflections
on the Revolution in France (1790), we ran across a passage on the relationship between the church and politics that seemed to us strikingly relevant to American
conditions in the 1980s.
In the section in question, Burke is complaining of
dissenting preachers who have taken up the cause of
the French Revolution and are trying to import its
spirit and doctrines into England. He is uneasy, it becomes clear, not only with the particular substance of
their ideas but with their general inclination to intermix religion and politics. England is beset, he complains, with "political theologians and theological
politicians," and he suggests that preachers should
leave politics out of their sermons and restrict themselves to those subjects in which they are presumably
competent.
. . . politics and the pulpit are terms that have little agreement. . . . The cause of civil liberty and civil government
gains as little as that of religion by this confusion of duties.
Those who quit their proper character, to assume what does
not belong to them, are, for the greater part, ignorant both
of the character they leave, and of the character they assume.
Wholly unacquainted with the world in which they are so
fond of meddling, and inexperienced in all its affairs, on
which they pronounce with so much confidence, they have
nothing of politics but the passions they excite. Surely the
church is a place where one day's truce ought to be allowed
to the dissensions and animosities of mankind.

One wishes fervently that our contemporary "political
theologians," of both Left and Right, would meditate
on this Burkean passage whenever the temptation to
pronounce on political affairs overtakes them.
But that seems a vain hope. Indeed, for all the substantive differences within the Christian community as
to which precise direction Christian politics should
take, there seems widespread agreement that we can
and should look to our faith for political resources.
Jerry Falwell and William Sloan Coffin may agree on
nothing else, but they would mutually insist that Christianity involves political imperatives that can be translated into specific policy preferences.
The argument for that position is not trivial. It is,
in fact, in some ways unanswerable. Reasonable people
agree that a politics disconnected from moral principle
is bankrupt. For large numbers of us, Christian and
other, religious beliefs constitute the foundation of our
moral world, so it follows that, at least at some funda4

mental level, it is impossible to separate religion from
politics. And if that is so then it further follows that
preachers-and the church in general-may legitimately exercise some sort of teaching function in attempting to relate general religious/moral principles to
specific political situations.
What is left, then, of the Burkean argument? In our
view, almost everything of importance. It all has to do
with the particular ways in which we relate moral principles to political affairs.
Burke was neither a cynic nor a utilitarian. He did
not reduce politics to principles of realpolitik. He in
fact was attached to the principles of natural law as
understood in traditional Christian teaching, which
means he assumed that political principles and policies
could not be isolated from moral ideals. As he put it,
"we are born ... in subjection to one great, immutable, pre-existing law, a law prior to all our devices
... paramount to our feelings, by which we are connected in the eternal frame of the universe, and out
of which we cannot stir." To appreciate Burke's position, we have to understand what, in his view, the
natural law tradition entailed.
St. Thomas Aquinas, the great source of natural law
teaching, asserted that the fundamental laws of nature
are known to us both by reason and by inclination.
But those laws, implanted in our hearts by God, are
highly generalized. Human laws are derived from the
natural law, but the process of derivation is inexact
and uncertain, and depends on the particular circumstances to which the natural law is applied.
It is for this reason, Burke understood, that religion
must not casually be identified with politics. The natural law establishes the moral undergirding for politics,
but it does not often offer specific political prescriptions. It provides rough guidance, but not ordinarily
more than that. Moral realism therefore requires of us
that we not separate our moral values from our politics, but also that we be careful not to assume direct
connections between them.
One should not be excessively agnostic here: ambiguity has its limits. We cannot, consistent with moral
decency, be racists, military aggressors, or oppressors
of the weak. But these thundering negatives are not
the ordinary stuff of our political decisions. (Even
when they are, they are not always seen to be. Some
issues that seem morally self-evident to many of use.g., that abortion-on-demand denies the proscription
against the taking of innocent life-are morally probThe Cresset

lematic to others.) Very few of us set out to grind
down the underclass or encourage nuclear conflict.
Politics most of the time has to do with means, not
ends; not shall we try to help the poor, avoid war, or
bring racial harmony, but how best to accomplish
these desired ends.
And in making our specific political judgments,
Burke suggested, we will more often have to look to
reason and prudence than to moral principle. It is
reason and prudence that must guide us as we apply
our general moral and political principles to particular
circumstances, and the process of application is a most
imprecise art because things are never simple.
Circumstances are infinite, are infinitely combined; are
variable and transient; he who does not take them into
consideration is not erroneous, but stark mad . . . he is
metaphysically mad.
Politics, therefore, cannot be reduced to simple ethical principles. The social good is not monolithic. We
seek a variety of desired ends-justice, freedom, security, peace, equality, prosperity, order-and politics
involves a balancing among these goods in particular
cases, trying, as best we can, to find optimal combinations over the range of social issues. Political reason,
Burke says, "is a computing principle: adding, subtracting, multiplying, and dividing, morally and not
metaphysically or mathematically, true moral denominations."
Note that Burke is not here giving up the moral enterprise. All we have is the computing principle, but
our computing involves not just competing interests
and offsetting social forces but "true moral denominations." The fact that political morality for Burke is always deeply contextual does not make it the less real
or significant: it merely complicates it.
Because political judgment is complicated, it should
not be entered into haphazardly or without due gravity. For Burke, the job of computing moral denominations in politics belongs properly to educated and experienced statesmen, those who have intimate knowledge of public affairs and can reflect wisely and prudently on what, in any particular situation, might most
nearly constitute the public good.
Burke's objection to political theologians, then, is not
that they want to bring morality into politics but that
they typically do not know what they are talking about.
They glibly conflate theology and politics, thus revealing that they are ignorant "both of the character they
leave and of the character they assume ." Serene in
their ignorance and inexperience, they pronounce on
political affairs with "much confidence" but not much
knowledge or wisdom. That serene ignorance is as
dangerous as it is frivolous: the one terrible thing the
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politicized preachers bring to politics is "the passions
they excite." Fanaticisms are bred and mobs led (or at
least incited) by those who preach with more fervor
than insight.
Burke may well have resided more confidence in
statesmen than can be justified (then or now), but his
condemnation of political theologians thoroughly persuades. The question is one of competence. Serious
opinion in any field requires wide reading and long
reflection, yet one rarely finds much evidence of
either in the great majority of the pronouncements
that issue so prolifically from church sources. People
who look for instructive and sophisticated analyses of
contemporary social issues do not, if they are good
stewards of their intellectual energies, spend much
time with the typically tendentious materials that pour
out of church offices and church conventions. The
problem ranges across the political spectrum: one will
be equally unedified relying on the judgments either
of the moral majoritarians on the Right or the
mainstream liberal church groups on the Left.
Here, in fact, is where one locates the greatest
source of despair on this question. It is irritating that
churches are so often shallow and superficial in their
treatment of political issues, but it is nothing short of
scandalous that they seem so regularly guided in these
matters not by the imperatives of faith but by ideological urges that have been mindlessly appropriated
from secular sources. It is dismaying, in this connection, that the misuse of the "prophetic" voice has led
one to expect, whenever one hears the term, a sociopolitical harangue that will in too many cases have
only the most tenuous relationship to the Judeo-Christian tradition.
If the churches want to exercise a teaching function
in political matters, they should do so with a good deal
more modesty, more acknowledgment of moral ambiguity, and more respect for the talents and moral
discernment of their laity than they have recently displayed. We of the laity want from our leaders spiritual
bread, not temporal stones, and we would remind
them that qualification for political commentary involves more than a tender conscience and the ability
to manipulate proof texts . We expect respect for our
knowledge and understanding of the world of secularity, a world that we do, after all, know more of than
those whose natural habitat is the pulpit or the church
bureaucracy.
It is not the essential job of the church to instruct
its members in their secular callings; it is rather to
keep alive in them the vision of the transcendent. The
holy mysteries of the faith will not properly be attended to by a church that has somehow deceived itself into thinking that its kingdom is of this world. Cl
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Edgar P. Senne

AN INDIAN EASTER LITURGY
The Creative Syncretism of the Arizona Yaquis

"You'd better not go there after dark," I was
warned. "It's just not safe, especially for a paleface like
you." Advice came freely and unsolicited from my
friends and acquaintances around Tempe and
Phoenix. Their warnings were well-intended and not
entirely inappropriate, for Guadalupe is a depressed
area with a high rate of unemployment and mor~ than
its share of social problems. It is an Indian village
situated just south of Phoenix and just east of where
the interstate cuts across the desert for Tucson.
But I had to go, and I had known it since I first
heard of the Yaqui Easter ceremony. It was, I was
told, a ceremonial cycle which combined powerful elements from the pre-Christian religious life of the
Yaqui Indians with the Christian story of the Passion
of Christ. Here were people who were both Christian
and traditional Yaqui, people who had created a compelling religious synthesis. I wanted to see it, hear it,
and feel it for myself. I wanted to experience its ritual
authenticity, to see if it could get through to me .
Would the traditional Yaqui symbols speak to me?
Would the power of its Spanish Catholic piety make
contact with my own piety? Would I be able to understand how these fit together for the Yaqui people?
I prepared by studying the cultural history of the
Yaqui and reading about the Easter ceremonies as
they are done in the Tucson village of Pascua. Then

Edgar P. Senne is Associate Professor and Chairman of the
Department of Theology at Valparaiso University. The major
focus of his teaching in recent years has been in the history
of religions. He spent the spring of 1984 in Tempe, Arizona,
using a sabbatical leave to study the religions of Native
American cultures. The illustrations used in this article were
created by Kevin Ludwig, a graduate of St. Olaf College
who has also studied at the American Academy of Art in Chicago.
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I began my visits to Guadalupe. 1 I visited many times
during that Lent and Holy Week, often staying late
into the night. I was there, right in the midst of their
sacred rites, and I was deeply moved by what I experienced. I quickly developed a deep respect for the
Yaqui people and their spiritual traditions. As the villagers became aware of my repeated visits, some began
to smile and nod as if to say it was okay for me to be
there. Eventually, several of them even offered explanations to help me understand.
The liturgy (i.e., the work of the people for the wellbeing of the community) focused on the Passion of
Christ, but it did so in a way quite different from
those Holy Week and Easter liturgies in which I had
shared for more than 20 years at the Valparaiso University Chapel of the Resurrection. Each Friday night
in Lent the dusty plaza in front of the little white
Spanish-style church was filled with people, some actively participating, others watching appreciatively,
satisfied that what needed doing was being done.
It was startling for an outsider to observe the sandied feet of more than a hundred marchers stirring
up clouds of dust as they marched out threats against
Christ. Each time the faithful·prayed their way around
the stations of the cross, these ominous marchers
flanked their procession. Each Friday night the sense
of evil became more obvious, its power more menacing. The faithful persisted in praying, while the
marching societies dramatized the powers of Christ's
enemies. They searched and stalked, as only hunters
know how, intent on capturing Jesus and killing him.
1

The description of ceremonies presented in this paper is
primarily based upon my personal observations. However,
there is little doubt that my prior reading shaped the way
I saw and understood. Those readings are in~ i cated in the
following notes. I also wish to acknowledge, though without
disclosing names, two individuals in the Yaqui community
who kindly helped me to understand. One was a former
elected official of Guadalupe, and the other a Caucasian
Jesuit Worker-Priest and member of the Matachin Dancing
Society.
The Cresset

A sense of threat grew more dominant from week to
week until, in the latter days of Holy Week, it seemed
certain to overpower Jesus and his followers.
But late in the night of Good Friday, the tide
turned. Though Christ had been ritually crucified that
very afternoon, the rumor began to spread among the
people that he was alive. In response to the rumor, the
faithful and their Maestro (the leader in worship)
searched the Way of the Cross to see if they could find
the Lord. They made the first round of the stations
without success. They did it again, but to no avail.
Then, quietly, almost dejectedly, they visited the stations for a third time.
Suddenly, at the halfway point, something happened. Someone brought the news that Jesus was
raised from the dead, that he lived again. Excitedly,
the worshipers whispered the news to each other, till
all had heard. Then, suddenly, the ranks were broken,
and people began running through the streets, running for all they were worth. Clouds of dust filled the
air, and the pounding feet of the runners filled the
plaza with a great tension, born partly of fear and
partly of hope. If they tripped and fell in their running, they were pulled to their feet to run again.
These were disciples of Jesus, running to bring the
good news to those who waited in the church and on
the plaza; running as if their life depended on it.
They had to run. The message sent a surge of adrenalin through them. It is now! The resurrection of Jesus
was not long ago; it is now!
Finally, the commotion stopped, and people began
to leave, heading home for a few hours of rest before
the ceremonies would resume. I looked at my watch
and saw 2:00 a.m. The paschal moon shone brightly
upon the plaza, as if in smiling benediction. Once
more it had played its part in the ancient and sacred
events. So I said "goodnight" to a friend, and "goodnight" to this strangely holy place. I even muttered
"thank you" to the moon-I guess because it seemed
that night like a very special channel of God's grace.
What is this unusual liturgy? What is its background
and intent? It is the annual round of ceremonies, done
for nearly three centuries by a tribe of Indian people,
first in Sonoran Mexico and now in Arizona. It is a
cycle that begins on Ash Wednesday, unfolds through
the Friday nights of Lent, intensifies through the days
and nights of Holy Week, and climaxes in the resurrection Gloria about four o'clock on Holy Saturday afternoon. Easter Eve throbs in the celebration of that
glorious event, fiesta dancing continuing through the
night and until noon on Easter Sunday. When the
cycle is complete, a deep sense of satisfaction permeates the village. It is as though it has been purified,
strengthened, reborn.
March, 1986
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As I experienced these sacred rites, I was keenly
aware of a "presence," one quite different from any I
had known in previous liturgical experience, one
which took a firm grip on my spirit. It is a presence
from the wild, from that region of untamed plants,
animals, and landscapes which governments have
come to call "wilderness." It is as though spiritual powers come into the village from a space beyond the village. Yaqui rituals are punctuated with animal sounds
and feature strangely masked and costumed dancers,
who seem quite ill-at-ease in the church plaza.
A Deer Dancer dances through fiesta days and
nights, bringing what seems like the "real presence" of
that particular form of wildness and power which belongs to the deer. Cottonwood boughs bring the power
of the forest into the barren village plaza, and mesquite wood fires invite a nostalgia for former days, the
days before the towns came to the Yaquis or the
Yaquis came to the towns. The Yaquis have brought
together the powers of their pre-Christian past and
their more recent Spanish Catholic piety. 2
2

Edward H. Spicer, The Yaquis: A Cultural History (Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 1980), pp. 62 ff. This is the
most complete and authoritative work on the Yaqui Indians
and is my major source in matters of historical and cultural
background.

7

Before migrating into the Tucson and Phoenix areas
late in the nineteenth century, they had lived along
the Yaqui River in Mexico. It was there, beginning in
1617, that the Yaqui leaders first welcomed Jesuit missionaries to live and work among them. For 150 years
the Jesuit-Yaqui alliance continued, and through those
years the Yaquis experienced a multitude of cultural
changes. Before the Jesuits came, the Yaqui had lived
in flimsy rancheria, scattered inconspicuously throughout the landscape; then they moved into eight new
towns along the river.
Before the days of the towns, they had practiced a
subsistence agriculture, supplementing that with lots of
hunting. The move to the towns changed their farming style to that of the Spanish, and hunting eventually
diminished to the point of near insignificance. The
town was for living, and the land that surrounded it
was cleared for farming. Each town had its church, a
building quite unlike any these people had previously
known . That church and the large dirt plaza in which
it was situated formed the center of communal life. It
was here that the Jesuits and the Yaqui leaders guided
the social, religious, economic, and political life of the
towns.
Enormous as these cultural changes were, they did
not result in a total loss of the symbols and values of
the pre-Jesuit world-view. Indeed not! What we observe, instead, is a creative juxtaposition of Christian
symbols from the "town world" and pre-Christian symbols from their "forest world." The result is a creative
syncretism, and it is this that makes the Yaqui Easter
ceremonies so powerful and compelling.
The forest world, which they call the huya aniya, is
that world beyond the towns, existing in its natural
state, untamed by human powers. Before the days of
the eight towns, the rancheria blended into the landscape, signaling the people's intent to live in harmony
with their physical environment. They knew themselves to be an integral part of nature and did not try
to force nature to submit to human desire and impulse. In that forest world they were confronted by a
whole variety of powers, spiritual powers that manifested themselves through animals, plants, mountains,
streams, and other aspects of the physical world.
These powers often came in dreams and visions, calling people to a new insight, a new duty, or in some
other way changing the shape of personal and communal life.
From that forest world, with its variety of spiritual
powers, they moved into the town world and were
confronted with another whole set of spiritual powers.
Here they met the God of the ancient Hebrews, the
one the Jesuits called "Our Father." Here they met
Jesus, God's own Son, and the Holy Spirit, through

8

whom the gates of heaven would be opened to them.
Here they met the Blessed Virgin, Mother Mary, who
always prays with and for her children, who seemed
capable of granting a variety of favors to those who
loved her. Here, finally, they met the many saints,
whose presence and aid were always needed.
These spiritual powers of the town world could be
encountered in the structured life of individual prayer
and corporate ceremonial action. Baptism, the Mass,
praying the rosary, and dramatic representations of sacred events in Christian history-these are the points
of contact with the powers of the town world. It was
a contact which was even more concrete in the use of
images; images of Jesus, the Blessed Mother, and the
saints; images carried in processions at festival times
and lovingly attended by special devotees. These images "live" in the churches, often dressed like dolls,
crowding each other for a space on the cluttered altar.

What we observe is a compelling
juxtaposition of Christian symbols
from the "town world" and preChristian symbols from the "forest
world." This is creative syncretism.
Thus, the spiritual powers of the town world are accessible in the humanly ordered space of the church
and plaza, in images made by human hands and in the
human work of ritual performance. How different
from the manner in which the powers of the forest
world were encountered in pre-Christian days! Accessibility to them was less structured and predictable,
more spontaneous and mysterious. The Yaqui came to
believe in these Christian powers, worshiping and serving them faithfully, but they did not forget the powers
of the forest world.
Though they lived in close communion with the
powers of the town world after their conversion, their
world was not whole without the regular visitation of
the forest powers. Yet the coming together of the two
worlds was not without its tension, a tension that is still
apparent in the rituals of the paschal season. At that
time especially, the forest powers appear mostly as opponents of Christ, joining in the attempt to capture
and kill him. Yet when the ritual cycle is completed,
the victory of Christ has brought, not a destruction of
those forest powers, but a reconciliation with the powers of the town world. The Deer Dancer and the Pascola Dancers clearly belong to the forest world, but
they dance all-night fiestas to honor the risen Lord.
The tension between the two worlds is ritually reThe Cresset

Chapayeka
solved, and the community is thereby renewed.

III
The ceremonial work of the Yaquis is carried out by
people who belong to ceremonial societies. 3 The first
and most inclusive of these is that of the Pharisees,
known to the Yaquis as the Fariseos. Taken as a
whole, they represent all the powers that oppose Jesus .
They are subdivided into Caballeros or cavalry,
Roman soldiers as infantry, Pilates, and Chapayekas,
also known as Judases. When participating in ceremo3

The following titles discuss the Easter ceremonies. In the
Spicer volume, previously cited, pp. 70-88, the author describes the ceremonies as they were done in the Sonoran
villages and in Tucson. Also, Muriel Thayer Painter, A
Yaqui Easter (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1971),
offers a detailed description of the Easter ceremonies as
done in the Tucson Yaqui village of Old Pascua. The same
author has put together a delightfully illustrated booklet
under the title, Faith, Flowers and Fiestas: The Yaqui Indian
Year (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1962). Finally,
the only title that directly addresses the Guadalupe ceremonies is Sam D. Gill's Native American Religions: An Introduction (Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing Co.,
1982), pp. 150-161.

March, 1986

nial work, each group is costumed and carries its appropriate identifying emblems. Caballeros wear highcrowned broad-brimmed hats and carry a rider's whip
in hand. Pilates wear black capes and flat-crowned
broad-brimmed hats and hold a tall governor's staff in
hand.
The Chapayekas are the ones who most capture the
attention and imagination of the observer, because
their appearance and behavior mark them as from an
alien world. They are not "at home" in the structured
world of the town plaza and the church. They are the
ceremonial clowns, who constantly do things lefthanded and backwards. They mock the holiest words,
actions, and objects of Christian devotion; and by
mocking them they draw even greater attention to
their holiness. Whenever there is a pause in the
marching, they engage with each other in humorous
patterned antics, all in pantomime, since they are not
allowed to use human speech when dressed in ceremonial garb.
The masks they wear often display a long pointed
nose, large ears that stick straight out in obvious
exaggeration, and short horns that rise out of the top,
reminding us of their link with the powers of the
forest world. Variations on this classic form of the
Chapayeka mask are many, and they are probably relatively recent. They include representations of forest
animals, some made with actual animal heads and
skins. They include caricatures of human beings in
such roles as soldier, policeman, and hobo. I even saw
one caricature of an American Black man, and
another of a Red man with an arrow through his
head. All these masks are at once serious and also a
great mockery. They rest high on the wearer's head,
often adding six to ten inches to his height and making him just a little more awesome. The costume includes a heavy blanket, wrapped around the torso and
pinned in place, then held tightly in place by a heavy
rope belt. In modern times heavy overcoats sometimes
substitute for the blanket. Around the waist the
Chapayekas wear a belt hung with a hundred or more
dried deer hooves. (I was told that in their present setting they usually have to settle for pigs hooves.) A
band of cocoon shells fastens to the ankles. As the
marchers move in unison, these rattles sound out the
rhythm of the march as surely as the steady drumbeat
of the infantry corporal.
The rattles have another important use. Whenever
the prayers of the faithful mention the names of Jesus
or Mary, the Chapayekas shake and twist their bodies,
creating a loud rattling sound. In this manner they express their discomfort in the presence of the spiritual
powers of the town. They "shake off' the power that
is set loose by those sacred names, for that power is
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antagonistic to their own.
In each hand the Chapayekas carry a weapon, a
sword in the right and a dagger in the left. These are
carefully carved from cottonwood and painted with alternating horizontal stripes of red, white, and black.
As they march they beat the rhythm and beat with
these, striking them together like wooden clappers.
When the marching stops and all the other marchers
are at quiet attention, the Chapayekas use the point of
the sword to probe the ground around them, like hunters looking for tracks that would lead to the capture
of their prey.
From a variety of observable behaviors one gets the
clear impression that the person who becomes a
Chapayeka takes upon himself a very dangerous task.
He represents the mysterious powers of the forest
world, and these powers are allied with Jesus' enemies,
seeking his death. The Chapayeka's actions, mask, costume, sword, and dagger all become filled with this
opposing power. In order to be protected from .that
power, the man must keep a rosary in his mouth
whenever wearing the mask and must pray constantly.
It is also important that his personal identity be
carefully guarded. The mask never comes off in sight
of the crowd; the voice is never heard; and any adjustment of costume must be done by falling to the
ground and being quickly surrounded by fellow marchers, whose bodies form a visual barrier to prevent recognition.
What we have described so far are the Pharisees,
those who represent opposition to Jesus. Quite the opposite of these are the so-called "church societies."
These include the Maestros, who serve as teachers and
priests at Yaqui ceremonials; the Cantoras, who lead
the singing of devotional songs; the Sacristans, who
take care of the various ritual objects; the Flag
Bearers, young girls whose flags possess the power of
Jesus to ward off opposition and evil; the Angels, little
girls dressed in white , who protect the altar and occasionally whip any Chapayekas .who come too close with
their threatening antics; and, finally, the Matachin
Dance Society, festival dancers who are devoted to
Jesus and the Blessed Virgin and whose only appearances during the Easter ceremonies are at the fiesta on
the Eve of Palm Sunday and at the all-night fiesta of
the Resurrection.
Finally, we consider the fiesta dancers from the
forest world, the Deer Dancer and the Pascola Dancers. Though they belong to that forest world, they
are clearly allies of Christ in this Easter cycle and consider themselves dedicated to Jesus and Mother Mary.
Pascolas dance bare-chested, wearing a necklace of
beads with a cross hanging from it. Sleigh bells are
suspended from the belt and cocoon rattles are fas-
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tened to the ankles. Their masks are carved from
wood, black with white designs. Tufts of white hair are
fastened above each eye and on the chin, depicting the
meaning of the name Pascola, Old Man.
The Deer Dancer is more widely known in the
southwest than any other feature of Yaqui life. Bare
from the waist up, he wears a wrap-around skirt that
covers the top of his rolled up pant legs. From his belt
hang hundreds of dangling deer hooves, and his ankles are wrapped with clusters of cocoon rattles. The
result is that every rhythmic movement becomes a musical expression. The highlight of the Deer Dancer's
costume is the deer head fastened on top of the
dancer's head. From its antlers hang red ribbons
which the people call his "flowers." As he dances one's
notice is drawn to the movements of the deer head,
giving the sense that one is watching the spiritual presence of the whole species we call deer.
IV
There are some 35 to 40 events that make up the
full Easter cycle. We will describe only a few, hoping
to convey the general tenor and character of the
whole. It begins on Ash Wednesday with the traditional service of ashes being conducted inside the
church. Meanwhile, the armies of the Pharisees gather
in silent formation outside, but without the
Chapayekas. The gauntlet is cast. The stage is set for
the long struggle between Christ and the powers that
oppose him.
On the first Friday night in Lent, as the church
societies are praying inside the church in preparation
for their journey to the stations of the cross, a sound
like the bark of a coyote is heard from under the altar.
As the prayers continue, a Chapayeka slithers out
from under the altar, stretching and yawning as
though from a long sleep. He looks about curiously,
then insolently gawks over the shoulder of the Maestro
at his prayer book.
Every time the name of Jesus or Mary is spoken, he
quivers as though hit by an invisible force, then shakes
his body with its noisy belt of deer hoof rattles, trying
to shake off the "contamination" from the holy names.
He stumbles out into the plaza and joins the armies
who march against the church . Each Friday night
more Chapayekas "show up," wandering into the village and its plaza as though they carrie from some
other world. When Good Friday arrives, the number
may be as high as 35 or more.
On the Eve of Palm Sunday, a fiesta mood takes
over. A ramada (a structure that is roofed over and
enclosed on all but one side) is built between the Yaqui
church and the Catholic church. It is divided into
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halves by a few simple poles. On one side a make-shift
altar is erected out of old boxes covered with white
cloth, this is to be the all-night place of prayer for the
church societies. On the other side the Pascolas and
the Deer Dancer, accompanied by their special musicians, dance through the night. Each side ignores the
other, reflecting something of the gulf between the
forest world and the church world ; yet both sides are
holding the fiesta in honor of Christ's kingly entry into
Jerusalem .
Meanwhile, ocdinary folks come and go, visiting the
kitchen for a tortilla or fry bread and a cup of coffee,
cuddling or correcting little children, warming their
hands over the mesquite fires , and generally enjoying
the moonlit fiesta mood. At dawn the Matachin Dancers greet the day with music and dance. The processional path is lined with palm branches, and a procession carries the small statue of Jesus on a donkey
around the plaza and into the church.
On Wednesday night the ritual cycle picks up with
greater intensity. In preparation for the traditional
Tenebrae service, the Pharisees have hauled in a veritable forest of cottonwood boughs and erected them
in the church. Just inside the large double door opening, the 15 candles are lighted, and in that doorway
the Maestro and Cantoras gather to sing and pray
Tenebrae. Meanwhile, with a threatening stomp, the
marching societies take their places in the plaza facing
the church. As each part of the Tenebrae is concluded
and one more candle is extinguished, the armies do a
brief march and then take their position about five
yards closer to the church.
While the service progresses, the Chapayekas are
ushered, two at a time, past the candelabrum and into
the church . They poke about in the cottonwood
boughs, scratch the dirt floor with their swords, and
occasionally let out a sound like a wild animal. After
five minutes or so, they emerge and give their pantomimed report to the captain of the army, their gestures making it clear that they have not located the
tracks of Jesus. This "spying" continues throughout
the Tenebrae service.
When the last candle has been extinguished and the
last Chapayeka has finished spying, all is quiet and
dark. Suddenly, the Chapayekas begin to prance nervously and howl like animals. The Cantoras begin the
mournful chanting of the Miserere. Then begins the
ritual whipping. Chapayekas lie face to the ground in
front of the church and accept a whipping from the
corporals. Three strokes are given on the back, and
after each the sign of the cross is made with the whip.
When all the members of the marching societies and
the church societies have exchanged the whipping, the
rest of the men, women , and children of the village
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file quietly into the area, and the ritual whipping continues .
When all are fin ished, the eve ning's ceremonies are
concluded by one final journey around the stations of
the cross. This ritual whipping has many meanings
and does not appear to inflict any actual pain. It is
done in loving remembrance of Christ's own scourging, and is both a symbolic punishment and a pardon
for sins. Individuals exchange the strokes and are
thereby reconciled to each other. AU are reconciled to
God and the community is renewed .

Maundy Thursday on the Yaqui plaza
has nothing to do with the traditional
theme of Jesus' Last Supper;
instead, it focuses on what happened
in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus'
capture by his enemies.
Maundy Thursday on the Yaqui plaza has nothing
to do with the traditional theme of Jesus' Last Supper;
instead, it focuses on what happened in Gethsemane:
Jesus' capture by his enemies. There are two ceremonies , each of which enacts that capture in a different way. The first is called "Pursuit of the Old Man ."
At about three o'clock in the afternoon, the marching
societies enter the plaza. As they approach the "church
cross," about 30 yards in front of the church,
Chapayeka appears, costumed like a decrepit old man.
Other Chapayekas begin to sneak around behind him,
communicating in pan tomime their intent to snag him
with their rope. Soon they loop the rope around his
waist and put a crown of cottonwood boughs on his
head. They jerk him this way and that until he falls.
When he stumbles to his feet, they pull him down again.
Gradually, they move with clearer purpose, pulling
the Old Man, like a reluctant animal on a leash, toward the first station of the cross. When they arrive,
the Chapayeka who was pulling him goes down on
hands and knees behind the wooden cross. The Old
Man sits on him, his own back to the cross. There, in
a simu ltaneous gesture of reverence and irreverence,
he mumbles the prayers. When he gets up, all the
other Chapayekas lie down in a row, while he strikes
each on the back with a cottonwood switch. The rope
is then picked up and the Old Man is pulled and
jerked to the second station, where the same gestures
are repeated. In that fashion the whole round is made.
By the time they have finished, the O ld Man can
hardly walk. He falls again and again and has to be
picked up. Finally, they tie him to a tether in front of
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the church, like hunters displaying their captured
prey. There he remains for several hours.
In this ceremony, the Old Man obviously represents
Jesus on his suffering way to Calvary. He appears captured and defeated. Yet at each of the stations, there
is a moment when his captors submit to him, allowing
him to strike them with the switch. This would seem
to suggest that, in some sense at least, Jesus is still in
charge. At the same time, it must be remembered that
this Old Man is a Chapayeka, one who represents the
sacred powers of the forest world. As such he represents certain of the ancestors who refused the baptism
of the Jesuits and became immortal spirit powers of
that forest world. The presence of these immortal
ones in the character of the Old Man is closely linked
to the presence which we meet in the Pascolas and the
Deer Dancer.
This whole ceremony invites extensive interpretive
efforts. Are the immortal ones of the forest and the
sacred power which they represent being homologized
to Jesus and his ultimate victory and immortality? Is
this an attempt to resolve the tension between the two
worlds of the Yaquis? Perhaps so. However, to enter
deeply into this interpretive task is not the purpose of
this essay. We only note that, in all its ritual ambiguity,
this ceremony holds great fascination for the Yaqui
and seems to be spiritually productive.
A second ceremony depicting the capture of Jesus
takes place around six o'clock that day . In preparation,
a bower of cottonwood branches is built at the farthest
end of the plaza to represent the Garden of
Gethsemane. The church societies process with an
image of "Jesus the Nazarene," finally placing the
image under the bower, in the Garden. The Sacristans
set up a guard, but soon the enemies march against
them, stalking and threatening in every gesture. After
a while they attack and pull down the bower. They put
a cord around the image of Jesus and take their captive back to the church. Having captured Jesus, they
now take over the church itself. All night, two by two,
the Chapayekas stand guard over the Nazarene in the
church .
Good Friday, from dawn to well after midnight, is
a busy time on the Yaqui plaza in Guadalupe. At high
noon a solemn procession begins its prayerful journey
to the stations of the cross, flanked as always by the
marching societies. As the procession kneels in the
street at the eleventh station, known as Calvary, the
Sacristan lifts up a large crucifix. While the Maestro is
leading the faithful in the prayers, one of the
Chapayekas steps behind the cross, taps it with his
wooden dagger, three times at the left hand, three
times at the right, and three times at his feet. Thus,
the deed is done; Jesus is crucified. The procession
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completes the stations, after which the crucifix is
mounted in the dirt floor of the church, displaying to
the people the crucified Jesus.
Late that afternoon a procession moves from the
church into the nearby neighborhood, reverently
quiet, working its way past cackling chickens and into
a junk-filled backyard. The run-down shack, the rusty
remains of old cars, the chicken droppings on people's
shoes, and the yapping dogs bother no one. Right
there, in the midst of all that ugliness, is a huge colorful egg, probably eight feet long and five feet in
diameter.

Good Friday, from dawn to well after
midnight, is a busy time on the Yaqui
plaza in Guadalupe. At high noon a
solemn processional begins its prayerful
journey to the stations of the cross.

It is made with tufts of crepe paper stuffed through
chicken wire mesh, like the makings of floats in a
parade. Red, white, and yellow are interspersed. On
top there is a papiermache chicken, just about life size.
(To me it seemed a rather small hen for such a large
egg, but I guess that was not the point.) Gradually it
became clear that this was to be the bier of Christ. An
egg for a tomb! How better could it be said! With
pride and dignity the colorful bier is carried back to
the church, where an image of Jesus is placed inside.
The mood is one of mourning, but it is modified by
the symbols of hope and victory.
The next really important ceremony in the cycle is
the one described in the introductory part of this
essay, that post-midnight search for Jesus culminating
in the "race" to bring the good news of Jesus' resurrection to the waiting people.
Recalling that, we now move on to consider the last
climactic hours of this long series of sacred rites . We
pick it up at noon on Holy Saturday. Much has already happened. In the middle of the plaza, about
where the "church cross" usually stands, there now
stands an eight foot straw-stuffed effigy of a
Chapayeka, fastened to a tall stake. It is dressed in
brightly colored clothing, and its mask is of the classic
type: long pointed nose, big extended ears, and short
horns on top. Around the base is a pile of cardboard
boxes, paper decorations from earlier ceremonies, cottonwood branches, and scraps of wood. Nearby two
Roman soldiers stand guard over several cans of
gasoline. What is about to take place is called the
"Burning of Judas," the patron saint of the
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Chapayekas, whom they had honored m procession
earlier that day.
From their places along the edges of the plaza,
where ropes are stretched to keep the crowds from
moving into the ceremonial space, women and children walk out to the Judas pyre and fasten brightly
colored ribbons on his extended arms. Then they step
back, offer a silent prayer, make the sign of the cross,
and return to their place. My curiosity was so great
that I finally dared to step out into the plaza and ask
one of the guards about the meaning of this offering
of ribbons. From the look I received, it was clear that
my audacity was not welcomed. Nevertheless, he
answered, without looking at me, "These are prayers
and promises to Jesus." It is the end of the old year,
and the new is about to dawn; it is a time for special
prayers and renewed promises. Soon they would be
offered to God in a great fire.
The marching societies take their place in the plaza
once again, unwilling to concede their defeat. It is a
very somber moment, the marchers all wearing black
capes and having their faces covered with black veils.
The step which they march is rhythmically different
from any they have been using, and it is deeply ominous. As they march, criss-crossing the plaza over and
over, Chapayekas beating the time with their wooden
swords and daggers, the clouds of dust in their wake
make it nearly impossible to breathe as they pass by.
Each time they march past, the sense of evil is
stronger. From time to time they pause and face the
church, poised for attack.
At the other end of the plaza, just outside the entrance of the church, the Pascolas and the Deer
Dancer are milling around with members of the
church societies, brightly colored flowers fastened in
their hair. Crowds of people are huddled together,
busily pulling petals from large bunches of flowers.
Sacks and buckets of flower petals are piled up like
ammunition, and the people seem relaxed and confident.
Their confidence is grounded in the fact that
Christ's victory over death and all his enemies is present in those flowers, and in the buckets of confetti as
well. It is the long-standing belief of the Yaquis that
when Jesus was crucified, the drops of blood that fell
to the ground turned into flowers. So now the flowers,
though belonging to the forest world, have become the
blood of Christ, and they contain the grace produced
by his death and resurrection.
The marching armies do not know that their defeat
is sealed. They now begin to march toward the
church, suddenly breaking into a half run. As they
come near the entrance, waving their swords, daggers,
and other weapons, they are met with handfuls of flyMarch, 1986

ing flower petals. The flowers strike the attackers and
"kill" them, and they turn away. Soon they regroup
and prepare to charge a second time. Again they are
foiled by the flowers. One more time they charge, this
time the last. As they charge against the church, flowers fill the air and fall upon the enemies. They are
now, once and for all, repelled. The Maestro and Cantoras begin singing the Gloria, the song of heaven. Joy
and confidence fill the whole ceremonial space.
Dresses and shirts, as colorful as the flowers, are now
everywhere. Once somber faces are now covered with
smiles.
No sooner has the song begun, when we look to the
opposite end of the plaza and see flames shooting high
into the sky, quickly enveloping the effigy of Judas.
The Chapayekas run toward the blaze. They pull off
their masks and throw them into the fire, then the
painted swords and daggers; all the implements of
ritual opposition to Christ get consumed in the fire.
Suddenly, some older women run into the plaza, each
one taking the arm of one of the Chapayekas. These
"sponsors" and the now unmasked brothers and
fathers run into the church, the crowd clearing a path
for them. In the church the men are purified of all
the powers that they had embodied, lest the sin of defeating Christ and killing him should forever destroy
them.
They are rededicated to Jesus and given a special
blessing because of the dangerous work they have
done on behalf of the community. With faces unmasked, dirty rivulets of sweat running freely down
their cheeks, barely able to walk for fatigue, these
former Chapayekas emerge from the church like
heroes of the town. Their labor has been long and difficult, requiring enormous personal sacrifice. It is now
completed, and the community is renewed.
By the time they emerge from their purification, the
Pascolas and the Deer Dancer have begun to dance in
the plaza. The Matachin Dancers assemble at the entrance of the church and begin their colorful dancing.
Everywhere music; everywhere dancing! The Easter
fiesta has begun and will continue through the night
until noon on Easter Sunday. At high noon on Easter,
the Alleluia song is sung. Finally, a remnant of the
former crowd gathers in the center of the plaza, and
the Maestro gives his standard explanation of the
meaning and importance of what has been done. After
this the plaza empties, and families go to their homes
to finish the celebration by being together.

v
It is not possible in the present context to provide
an exhaustive analysis and interpretation of the Yaqui
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Easter ceremony. Nevertheless, it is appropriate to
make a few observations and to suggest some lines of
reflection.
First, I would defend the assertion that we learn
most about ourselves not by turning attention to ourselves, but by our deep and thoughtful encounter with
an "other." At the level of individual self-knowledge,
this means that we learn most about ourselves as we
come to know people who are different from us. It is,
in fact, their very difference from us that reveals to us
who we are in a new way. At the level of cultural understanding, it means that we gain awareness of the
most unique and taken-for-granted features of our
own culture as we come to understand an "other" culture .

The difference between the sense of
communal identity and one that i!!
formed in more individualistic ways
becomes very apparent when we look
closely at the Yaqui Easter cycle.
This would suggest that by beginning to understand
the Yaqui Easter ceremonial, we might have learned
something about them and, at the same time, something about ourselves. One thing I learned in a new
way is how communally the Yaqui identity is shaped,
and, by contrast, how individualistic is the sense of
identity of most American Christians. The Yaqui person might well say, "I am who I am because there is
a Yaqui community. Without that, what would 1 be?"
In contrast, there is the individualistic search for identity which says, "I find out who I am by becoming
aware of my potentials, my aptitudes, my preferences,
my self-chosen values."
The difference between the sense of communal
identity and one that is formed in more individualistic
ways becomes very apparent when we look closely at
the Yaqui Easter cycre:- The community has a ritual
work to do, and it is the community that is the primary
beneficiary. By way of contrast, most American Christians might focus on the question of what an individual
"got out of' the church service on a particular day, assuming that it is the individual who has the need and
responsibility, and the individual who is the real beneficiary of what takes place.
For the Yaqui, the whole ritual cycle is one great act
of communal repentance, reconciliation, and renewal.
It is the community that has an identity as a YaquiChristian community, and the annual performance of
the ceremonies is vital to the preservation and renewal
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of that identity. Individual Yaquis have their personal
identity only as members of a viable community.
Perhaps that is why those who have moved away tend
to come back for Holy Week and Easter. It is here that
they know best who they really are.
This does not mean that every individual is intensely
involved as an active participant in the ceremonies.
Many are neither members of the ceremonial societies
nor regular participants in the processions around the
stations of the cross, nor even terribly interested in the
details of what is going on. They often seem more like
spectators than participants. For them, it is enough to
know that what needs to be done is being done, and
that it is for the benefit of all.
It may seem to some that this kind of communal
emphasis is excessive, or that it runs the risk of detracting from individual spiritual responsibility. I
would observe that it is very close to an emphasis we
find in the Bible, closer, at least, than our more individualistic version of things. However one may
evaluate the matter, the encounter with the Yaqui
clearly highlights the individualistic character of much
of American Christianity.
There are other lines of reflection that might be
suggested by a review of this Yaqui ritual cycle. It
could be an occasion for examining the nature and
meaning of ritual action itself. This could lead to a
whole series of related questions. What is the religious
meaning of performance, reenactment, or participation in liturgical activity? Does such deep investment in
ritual performance detract from an appropriate reliance on grace? Or, in a slightly different vein, we
might pursue the matter of syncretism. The Yaqui
example might lead us to review some of the commonplace and pejorative theological assumptions about
syncretistic forms of Christianity which we have inherited. These specific possibilities aside, it is clear that
the Yaqui Easter ceremony provides fertile ground for
reflection on religious experience and styles of piety.
As for me, I am sure that my every future journey
through the holy days of the paschal season will be
richer for my having shared these days and nights
with the Yaqui community. I am deeply grateful for
my experience with the people of Guadalupe. It was
easy to know the genuineness of their devotion. And
though it seemed that the doing of the rituals was of
utter importance, yet I had not the sltghtest doubt that
their final confidence was in the grace of Christ.
In several of the processions the Sacristan carried a
pole about 12 or I 5 feet tall. At the top of that pole
and beyond the reach of any powers of opposition or
evil was the symbol of the Anima Christi, the soul of
Christ. The Yaquis never stopped looking at that, and
neither did I.
Cl
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David Paul Nord

THE IRONIES OF
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY
Why Predictions of the Future So Often Go Wrong

In 1873, Frederic Hudson described the future of
American journalism. Hudson was managing editor of
the New York Herald and the author of a massive history of journalism in the United States. For Hudson,
the future would be the limitless extrapolation of a
wonderful past and present-and technology would be
the key. The steamboat, the railway, the telegraph, the
steam-powered cylinder press, and the stereotyping
process had combined to make the metropolitan newspaper of 1873 a mass medium of democratic communication, the quintessence of modernity. What
would the future hold?
In Hudson's view, the next stage of journalism
would be the truly national newspaper, a newspaper
laid on breakfast tables everywhere in the land, every
morning, simultaneously. And what technological marvel would make possible such a national newspaper?
Pneumatic tubes, Hudson prophesied. Enormous compressed-air "dispatch lines" would run from New York
to San Francisco and to points north and south, blasting bundles of the Herald across the continent as fast
as the sun could sweep across the sky. This, then, was
Hudson's future: USA Today delivered by tube.
Well, "the tube" arrived, of course, but not quite in
the way that Hudson foresaw. It turned out that the
cathode ray tube, not the pneumatic tube, would be
the carrier of the principal medium of popular journalism a century after 1873. Hudson's national newspapers (such as USA Today and the Wall Street journa{)
finally appeared, but long after he predicted; and
they, too, would be dispatched across the country by
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electromagnetic radiation bounced off satellites, not by
bundles blown through tubes.
In a sense, Hudson's predictions for technological
change were too fantastic. Even today the idea of a national network of huge, high-speed pneumatic tubes
seems like science fiction. And, though a small fraction
of the population reads national newspapers, most of
us still read metro dailies that serve markets similar to
(or even smaller than) those of 1873. Yet, in another
very obvious sense, Hudson's vision was not fantastic
enough. The lust for speed in communication would
produce machines that even his technology-obsessed
mind could not imagine: radio, aircraft, digital computers.
Frederic Hudson's prognostications sound rather
familiar. Most predictions of technological futures
hold up poorly when the future actually arrives. We've
all read feature stories in newspapers and magazines
about "loco notions of the future," as Science 84 put it,
in an article titled, "If This Is the Future, Where's My
13-Hour Work Week, Personal Helicopter, Household
Robot, Air-Conditioned Street, and Autopilot Car?"
Even in Lake Wobegon, Minnesota, the story is much
the same. Garrison Keillor remembers the annual lectures at the town literary society: "In 1955 a man from
the University came and gave us 'The World in 1980'
with slides of bubble-top houses, picture-phones, autogyro copter-cars, and floating factories harvesting
tasty plankton from the sea."
Most past visions of the future are like Hudson's:
they are at once too fantastic yet not fantast ic
enough. They still seem wildly futuristic, yet quaint
and dated at the same time. I thin k this pattern
suggests something interesting about how Americans
perceive technological change, and have perceived it
for more than a hundred years. In an ironic kind of
way, people tend to overrate the revolutionary implications of technology, yet underrate it at the same time.
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How tha t happens-especially in the field of communication technology-is what this article is about.
My purpose will be to draw upon the history of
journalism and mass media to ill ustrate two principles
of technological change in communications:
(1) New technology is never so new as people imagine.
(2) New technology is so new that people can't even
imagine it.
The fact that both of these principles can apply at the
same time-and usually do-is what makes technological change so difficult to think about, and so fascinating. It also suggests why a historical perspective on the
subject is so helpful. When we think about our own
future , we see as dimly as Frederic Hudson did in
1873. When we go back into history, however, we have
a past, a present, and a future to work with.
One of the most striking things in the history of
American mass communication is how frequently and
how obviously the first principle has applied. When
new technologies have come along, observers have
routinely hailed them with millennia! predictions that
ma ke Hudson's love affair with the pneumatic tube
seem tame and tentative by comparison.
The telegraph would "annihilate time and space" ; it
would diffuse knowledge "with the speed of thought";
it would "make the whole land one being." Rhetoric
historian Robert Davis found that early promoters of
radio argued that radio would end isolation, level class
distinctions, standardize language, elevate cultural
taste, promote world peace, and perfect democracy.
Television would do all these things plus correct eye
defects in children. (An optometrist quoted in Time
magazine in 1950 explained: "By covering the healthy
eye , a youngster's 'lazy' eye can be painlessly
strengthened while it is focused happily for an hour or
more on Hopalong Cassidy and Captain Video.")
Of course, few of these things actually happened .
New communication technology has rarely performed
the miracles assigned to it. In four broad ways, which
I would like to explore here, it is never so new as
people imagine.
First, there are always precursors. The electric telegraph, for example, did not inaugurate the age of
speed in American journalism. Between abou t 1815
and the mid-1840s, when th e telegraph arrived, the
news distribution system in America was revolutionized. The ocean steam packet and the river
steamboat tremendously hastened the movement of
news from Europe to New York and from New York
to the interior. Through a study of datelines in newspapers, Allan Pred, a historical geographer, discovered
that the average time lag for news between New York
and Cincinnati in 1817 was nineteen days; in 1841 the

16

average lag was seven days, a decrease of 63 per cent.
Then came the steam railroad , connecting the East
Coast with the trans-Appalachian West after 1840 and
further quickening the pace of news. Certainly the
telegraph was a different sort of instru ment from the
steamboat. Yet the impact of the steamboat on the velocity of communication was perhaps equally profound. The telegraph, notwithstanding the uniqueness
of its contribution, was born into an established nexus
of speed.
Similarly, the radio was not the first mass medium
for the live "broadcast" of the human voice. The railroad was. The railroad made possible a new profession
in America in the mid-nineteenth century: lecturing.
For the first time , men (and a few women) could earn
a living and become famous giving lectures. And the
better the train service, the more lectures they cou ld
give, in more towns, in more states, in less time.

The radio was not the first mass
medium for the live "broadcast" of
the human voice. The railroad was.
The railroad made possible a new
profession for America in the midnineteenth century: lecturing.
Some speakers gave certain celebrated lectures
thousands of times in cities, towns, and villages all over
the country. Russell Conwell, the Baptist minister and
preacher of the Gospel of Success, was said to have
given his famous sermon "Acres of Diamonds" more
than 6,000 times. Literally millions of people heard
the same ringing lines: "You have no right to be poor.
It is your duty to be rich. " In the same way, the railroad allowed for the rapid reproduction (the "broadcast," if you will) of musical performances, especially
vaudeville shows.
In a sense, radio, when it came, was a kind of functional equivalent of the railroad. The radio's message,
of course, was delivered to everyone simultaneously,
and simultaneity would have its peculiar influences.
Bu t it doesn't seem to me that simultaneity is the essence of broadcasting-whether in communication or
seed planting. I think it is important to remember that
for many years the content of radio was largely the
same as the content of the railroad.
Even cable television and the new cable-delivered
videotex news systems that have appeared in the 1980s
have their nineteenth-century roots. In 1901, a popular American magazine, World's Work, described for its
readers the wonders of "the telephone newspaper" of
The Cresset

Budapest. Telefon-Hirmondo , with more than 6,000 subscribers at the turn of the century, was essentially a
telephone-based broadcasting system, which carried a
daily twelve-hour schedule of news, music, literary
criticism, stock quotations, and so on. "The whole
flood of matter that fills the columns of our newspapers may be had for the mere lifting of a telephone
receiver," the magazine declared.
A second reason that new technology is never so
new as people imagine has to do with the inferiority
of new technology. New machines are always astounding, but they ·don't always work. Newness is often their
only dependable virtue. Telegraph, for example, was
instantaneous-when it worked. When it didn't work,
it was approximately as efficient as a post wagon stuck
in the mud. Even when it did work, it was expensive
and unable to deliver the volume of information that
a mailbag could.
Similarly, in the more distant past, the first printed
books lacked the elegance and sometimes the legibility
of handwritten manuscripts. The telephone lacked the
precision of the telegraph. The first phonographs
lacked the "hi fi" of the parlor piano. The first "talkies" lacked the visual artistry of the silent picture. The
first television shows (and all since, some cynics would
add) lacked the artistic merit of virtually all the media
that TV fed upon. The current wave of electronic digital wizardry is astonishing, but it, too, has its limitations. Professor Edwin Diamond of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology gave his students this assignment:
Design a communications system that is lightweight and
easily portable, yet has a capacity of 60,000-100,000
words. Display screen should be no more than 9 inches
and fit flat on a desk top. System should have easy access
so that even an eight-year-old can plug it in. Should be
storable and recallable in seconds. System should be usable in airplanes, autos, and canoes. Cost should be no
more than $2 a unit.

If the students succeeded, Diamond said, "their invention would be the magazine."
Slow diffusion is the third reason new communication technology is never so new as people think. The
mere invention of a new machine may be sufficient to
provoke prophecy, but it usually takes a while before
a new technology is widely adopted . Imagination always moves faster than manufacturing. The telegraph,
for example, was portrayed in the mid-1840s as an instrument that would immediately revolutionize the
newspaper. Yet by 1860, according to journalism historian Donald Shaw, only about 8 per cent of the news
in a national sample of newspapers was telegraph
news. It wasn't until after the Civil War that telegraph
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news became an important component of newspaper
content. Even then a good deal of what appeared to
be telegraph news in the smaller papers was still clipped from the larger papers and republished. Many papers continued to get news the old-fashioned way:
they stole it.
Even television, which did diffuse rapidly in the
early 1950s, had a long pre-history of very slow diffusion, despite the glorious forecasts of the futurists. Before World War I, the technology prophets were already predicting a bright future for television. In 1912
S.C. Gilfillan told readers of the Independent about the
amazing potential of the "electric theater," a system
for distributing motion pictures over telephone lines.
In the mid-1920s, cathode-ray tube television was
developed to the point that industry leaders such as
David Sarnoff of RCA were predicting a "Golden Age
of radio broadcasting, the day when not only the
human voice but also the image of the speaker can be
flashed through space." By 1931 eighteen experimental TV stations were on the air in the United States,
and in Britain the BBC was carrying regularly scheduled TV programming by 1936. In fact, by 1940 it
seemed that television may have been a passing fad, already on its way out. Few people had bought receivers, and those who had were said to be generally dissatisfied. "Too much prophecy has made the magic
box something of an anti-climax," the Saturday Evening
Post declared in September of 1940.
And all of this was a decade before television became
the "sudden" success that most of us remember. Furthermore, it wasn't until the 1980s that the technology
of television began to be used more widely for something beyond "radio with pictures." It was only in December 1985 that Newsweek magazine, a skilled noticer
of trends, could discern the arrival of a fully videoized
ru~re.
•
Slow diffusion suggests the priority of economics
over technology. New machines will be adopted only if
they are likely to pay. The history of the modern
printing press makes this clear. As steam-powered
"lightning" presses were introduced in the early
nineteenth century, they did indeed change the newspaper and the newspaper business-but only in large
cities. Small-town newspapers could not afford the
large capital outlays, so they didn't adopt the new
technology for many years. Ironically, the opposite
happened with the development of off-set printing in
the 1950s and '60s. The larger papers had sunk so
much capital into letterpress technology that they
could not afford to change. Thus, off-set printing and
other recent innovations in printing began among the
smaller papers and job printers.
In most cases, the decision to adopt or not to adopt
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has little to do with the features of new technology
that most fascinate the futurists. Thus, it has been
technically feasible for decades to have picture phones,
and the technology prophets and AT&T executives
have been predicting and promoting them since about
1927. But will you buy one? Or how about a mce
pneumatic tube?
The fourth reason for the lack of newness in new
technology is related to this theme of economics. It is
that organization and administration are much more
important than the technology itself in the process of
technological innovation. Often new technologies are
developed by the owners of old technologies, and their
aim is the orderly growth of capital, not the pelt melt
production of science fiction fantasies.
For example, in the case of virtually all new communication technologies, one of the prophesied benefits has been the "democratization" of content-that
is, the notion that the new instruments will provide
more access, thus expanding the diversity of content as
well as the amount of content. This theme was part of
the early writings on telegraph, movies, radio, cable
TV, and other media; and it is central to the current
celebration of the "information age." It never quite
happens, however. Because of economies of scale in
the production of content, it is often in the interest of
media owners to standardize rather than to diversify
content-regardless of the technical capabilities of the
new medium.
The case of cable TV is a good example. When
urban cable systems first began to appear in the 1960s,
the futurists declared that cable would soon free TV
from the monotony of the network monopolists. In a
book called The Information Machines, media guru Ben
Bagdikian predicted in 1971 that there would soon be
so many channels available that we stood on the verge
of "a world in which all populations will begin to have
access to the total knowledge of mankind."
It didn't happen; and by 1983 Bagdikian was out
with a new book called The Media Monopoly. The major
broadcast interests and their friends on the FCC saw
to it that cable would not radically change anything.
Except for a few specialized channels, cable TV still
looks pretty much the same as over-the-air TV looks
and has looked for at least two dozen years. I don't
mean to sound conspiratorial. I merely mean to make
the point that the business interests of media owners,
and perhaps the cultural interests of audiences as well,
are not instantly transformed by the technicalities of
machines.
Usually, as in the case of cable TV, organization and
administration work to impede change and to dilute
the novelty of new technology. But sometimes the reverse is true . Organization alone can produce changes
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in communication that are more profound than
changes wrought by technology. For example, the
ocean-going steamships which began to ply the North
Atlantic in the late 1830s greatly increased the speed
of communication between the United States and Europe. But perhaps even more important was the organization in 1818 of the Black Ball Line, the first regularly scheduled ocean-packet service on the Atlantic.
Though the Black Ball entrepreneurs could not make
the wind blow their square-riggers any faster, the regularity and predictability of the service greatly increased the average speed of the news flow between
Europe and North America.
In the trans-Appalachian West, the organization of
dependable and regularly scheduled postal service did
the same. Eliminating delays and systematizing transportation services had enormous impact on the overall
speed of communication in the early nineteenth century, an impact wholly independent of technological
innovation. Certainly technology is a crucial factor in
the calculus of speed. But an equally crucial, and often
forgotten, factor is organization and administration. It
is organization and administration that give economic
and social meaning to technology.
The first principle, then, seems to apply: communication technology is never so new as people imagine.
In my reading of the history of mass media in
America I've almost always seen much more continuity
than the futurists of each age saw. But if this is true,
why is it so difficult to predict the technological future? It is because the second principle also applies:
new technology is so new that people can't even imagine it. In other words, while new technology does not
change everything, as the media prophets sometimes
suppose, it usually does change something, and that
something is often a surprise.
No matter how sophisticated, predictions of technological futures usually have at their core an element of
linear extrapolation. But extrapolation works only if
we know the direction of change, and for that we need
to know what a technology does best. Often we don't.
New technologies are developed to perform known
tasks, but sometimes embedded within them are properties that eventually produce unexpected consequences. These hidden properties, not the manifest
virtues of new technologies, are the keys to prediction.
But, like all things hidden, they are hard to see.
Once again the history of the electric telegraph provides an interesting illustration. Clearly the manifest
virtue of the telegraph was peed, and it was speed
that the futurists of the 1840s stressed. It was the instantaneous nature of the telegraph that Samuel
Morse said would make "one neighborhood of the
whole country." For newspapers, this would mean imThe Cresset

mediate access to the whole world of news. Yet speed
of transmission turned out not to be the most important source of the telegraph's impact on newspapers.
Three other properties of the telegraph were equally, if not more, important. First, the uncertainties of
transmission by early telegraph prompted correspondents to send story highlights before sending the full
text, just in case the transmission could not be completed. Second, the high costs of transmissions encouraged shorter stories, especially single-paragraph
"briefs." Third, the decreasing-cost nature of the telegraph business (it developed like a public utility) led to
centralization and monopoly in telegraph service
(Western Union), which led in turn to centralization
and monopoly in news service (the Associated Press).
Thus, by the end of the nineteenth century, the telegraph had helped to produce enormous changes in
the structure and style of newspaper journalism that
had nothing to do with speed. One of these changes
was the birth of the modern news story format: the
"inverted pyramid" style, with the most important facts
first, and the "news brief." Another change was
perhaps even more unexpected: far from pumping
democracy and diversity into newspaper journalism,
the telegraph helped to constrict and standardize it.
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The birth of radio broadcasting provides another
example of how a peripheral property of a new
technology eventually can become the key to a completely new mass medium. The origin of radio had
nothing to do with mass communication. Radio was developed for point-to-point communication, like the
telegraph or telephone, but without wires. In fact,
that's what it was called: "wireless telegraphy" or
"wireless telephony." From the mid-l890s to the time
of World War I, radio grew into a big business, mainly
for naval and other maritime communication, but with
a variety of land-based uses as well.
Radio, however, had a technical flaw that wired telegraph and telephone did not have. Though its purpose was point-to-point communication, radio had the
unfortunate property of "broadcasting" its signal.
Thus, anyone with a receiver could listen in on a conversation. This was viewed at the time as a serious
drawback to radio. Unless something could be done to
eliminate this technical problem, radio would never be
able to achieve its full potential as a medium of communication.
Of course, we now know the rest of the story. The
stone which the builders rejected has become the cornerstone of a whole new industry. David Sarnoff was
one of the first to have the idea of turning radio's fundamental weakness (broadcasting) into its principal virtue. In 1916 he wrote a now-famous memo to his
superiors at the American Marconi Company:
I have in mind a plan of development which would make
radio a "household utility" in the same sense as the piano
or phonograph .... The receiver can be designed in the
form of a simple "Radio Music Box" and arranged for
several different wave lengths, which would be changeable with the throwing of a single switch or pressing of
a single button. The "Radio Music Box" can be supplied
with amplifying tubes and a loud-speaking telephone, all
of which can be neatly mounted in one box. The box can
be placed in the parlor or living room, the switch set accordingly and the transmitted music received.

That 1916 memo was greeted with skepticism, was
filed and forgotten. But in 1920, an executive of Westinghouse Corporation, Harry P. Davis, noticed that the
experimental broadcasts of an employee, Frank Conrad, had attracted a great deal of attention in the
Pittsburgh area. A local department store had even
carried an advertisement for radio sets that could pick
up Conrad's "wireless concerts."
According to historian Daniel Czitrom, Davis later
wrote that this ad "caused the thought to come to me
that the efforts that were then being made to develop
radio-telephony as a confidential means of communication were wrong, and that instead its field was really
one of wide publicity; in fact, the only means of in
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stantaneous collective communication ever devised."
Thus was born KDKA in Pittsburgh-and along with
it commercial broadcasting in America.
The examples could be multiplied, but the point
should be clear. The outcomes of technological
changes are often quite different from the expectations of the original entrepreneurs and the predictions
of the original futurists. The reasons lie in the hidden
physical properties of the technology and in how those
properties are discovered and assigned meaning and
significance by human beings. These are difficult
things to predict, and usually extrapolation simply
won't do.
So, what will do? It seems to me that the most useful
"futurist" work being done by scholars today is of two
sorts. The first is research into the history of technological change. Historical research is really the only form
of broad social inquiry in this field that approximates
scientific experimentation, for it is only in the study of
past futures that a "post test" can be conducted. The
second is research that seeks to explore systematically
the peculiar technical properties of communication
technology and how those properties affect the shape
and structure of content. In mass communication research today, some scholars study the medium, and
some study the message; few study the complex interaction between the two. It seems to me that the
study of technology must be wedded more closely to
the study of real content.
I have already suggested some examples of historical
research. An example of the latter category of research is the kind of work done by a friend of mine,
Eric Fredin, in the School of Journalism at Ohio State
University. Fredin works with "videotex," the technology that uses computers to produce text and graphics
on a television screen, delivered by telephone lines or
cable. Videotex is interactive-that is, it allows users to
select the information they desire from various electronic data bases. Current videotex systems are generally rather crude hybrids of television, newspapers,
and reference sources. Much of the research and development in videotex is conducted by computer buffs
who neither know nor care about journalism. The interactive capabilities of videotex have been used
mainly for the mere selection of stories or information-a kind of electronic catalog.
Fredin, on the other hand, is trying to discover how
to use the technical properties of videotex to develop
new ways of building stories, as well as selecting them.
His aim is to explore how videotex might affect not
only the delivery of journalism but the whole nature
of journalistic story-telling. Clearly the subtle interaction between technology and real content is the key to
understanding the communication potential of vid-
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eotex--or any other new medium.
Useless, it seems to me, are the kind of pie-in-thesky speculations that currently fill our popular books
and magazines. Extravagant extrapolations have a way
of turning silly with age. Admittedly, our current crop
of futurists, led by Alvin Toffler and John Naisbitt,
are more modest than most of their nineteenth-century predecessors.
In a recent Newsweek puff, Naisbitt even seemed to
confess total ignorance. "I don't think any of us have
any idea where it's all going to end up," he said. But
that confession didn't delay for long his enthusiastic
celebration of the current video revolution in America.
"I don't see any [drawbacks to video]," he told Newsweek. "It's part of the unfolding of human experience.
The chief benefits are access to information a lot of
people wouldn't otherwise get. What we're doing is
creating more and more options-more and more ways
of doing things."
Naisbitt may be right about the future. Much of
what he and his futurist colleagues say sounds pretty
good to me. I'd like to believe them . I can even get
excited about it. But then suddenly I remember Frederic Hudson's pneumatic tubes.
Cl

Then

So that girls in long white summer dresses
picnic with their beaus, here on ancient orientals
this very afternoon
or garden roses fill the house,
you're in Omah's v.eil at top of stairs, and
underneath the parlor arch below he, proud as
the young sycamore that guards the well, awaits
and winks, just as the organ sounds
or trainsong
cuts into gold wilderness the two of you
on matching roans now pound across, his
preaching vestments flying, your dark singing hair
unbound
or sun through yellowed lace is that first
winter's fire against your face
and shawls on pegs
along the hall become all laughing children,
you closet until dusk, confusion.

Lois Reiner
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Back to the Past
James Combs

As you get older, there is one
subject that interests you much
more than before: time. You begin
to think reluctantly about the inexorable passage of time, and
where it is taking you to. Your own
carefully constructed myth of your
own indispensability and indestructibility becomes more and more difficult to sustain. The passage of
time becomes a threat, and you feel
the urgency of doing certain things
before it's too late. Before you lie,
as the poet said, "deserts of vast
Eternity" difficult for the finite
mind to comprehend. (After all,
when is Eternity ever going to
end?)
The mystery of the future and
What My Life Means is a major
existential concern for those of us
rapidly aging. And, when we ultimately do find out, we can't come
back and tell. The famous anxiety
about being part of an Elect that
Max Weber saw as part of the
modern consciousness still haunts
us, in more varied ways to be sure;
but we would all still like to Know
the Secret.
The consolation prize of more

James Combs, who writes regularly on
television and popular culture for The
Cresset, teaches Political Science at
Valparaiso University.
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time on the treadmill to oblivion is
that even though we now have a
shorter future, we have a longer
past. But aging teaches a lesson
about that too: the more past we
have, the more mysterious it seems.
Were things really like that then?
How could I have ever been that
way? What was it like to be a child?
Memory is incomplete, selective,
even random. The more the past
recedes in time, the more curious it
all seems. Yourself imagined in the
past seems like a character in an
historical drama that is you but also
oddly not-you. It becomes difficult
to imagine what we were like then,
and since remorse is a central motif
of rememberance, we inevitably
wonder why, oh why, we did so
many stupid and crazy things.
Even the warm glow of nostalgia
is an imagined past that serves a
present function: even though we
can't go home again, we can think
about a Home where the skies were
not cloudy all day. We all carry in
our heads fading photographs of
goldenglow times past freed of
temporal decay and the failings of
the present. But that is a mystery
too: why couldn't that moment
have lasted forever? Nostalgia is an
illusion, but wouldn't it have been
nice to live inside our dreamiest illusions of a past forever?
The haziness of our memories
combined with our curiosity about
the past is not only the motive for
nostalgia, but probably also for history as well. Understanding history
makes us feel part of the process,
places us in that Heraclitean stream
out of a past that is no longer so
mysterious to a future to which we
are more easily reconciled, since
now we know that history does not
end with us. It is likely true that
many Americans do not have, or
care to cultivate, an historical consciousness, and that's not only too
bad, it may prove to be politically
disastrous.
On the other hand, the success

of a movie like Back to the Future
does indicate that many people are
in some sense intrigued by the contrast of the past and the present.
But that delightful movie also indicates something else: people may
not be much interested in the history of the Cold War, but they are
in the history of something more
accessible and dearer to their
hearts, something indeed worth remembering: popular culture. Part
of the fun of Michael J. Fox's adventure in the American past is his
discovery of the popular habits,
fads, and amusements of 1955,
both for those who lived through it
and those who didn't. My students
may not see the relevance of the
history of the Peloponnesian War
to their lives, but they can see it for
Leave it to Beaver, which they watch
faithfully.

My students may not see
the relevance of the
Peloponnesian War to
their lives, but they
can easily see it for
Leave it to Beaver.
Perhaps we should expect the
young to be more interested in cultural than political history, since it
is cultural change that is "closer" to
their lives. But I suspect it is also
the same with those of us who are
older. The experience of modernity, as Marshall Berman has argued, is a world in which "all that
is solid melts into air." We accept
political change with either indifference or resignation, but cultural
change fascinates and even repels
us.
The impulse to contrast the past
with the present as a Better Place is
a familiar one, since we have more
control over memory than current
experience. The "uses" of our present past is to give us a perspective
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on the present, often to the detriment of that present and the exaltation of that past. (I am reminded
of the line from Christopher
Durang's hilarious play, A History of
the American Film: "We'll relive our
past and keep the best,/ And edit
out the rest ... ") Whether cultures
change for better or worse, we all
can tell the difference. We thus appreciate, and even collect and save,
cultural artifacts from the past as
something dear and solid that does
not melt into air.
Perhaps this argument helps explain why people like me collect
political memorabilia, and others
collect, or just hold on to, baseball
trading cards, movie posters, and
comic books. The existential motive
seems clear enough: an artifact of
popular culture is something substantial that helps us explain to
ourselves who we were and where
we have been. The need for this
must be great, for the trade
in popular artifacts-"Depression
glass," shaving mugs, paperback
art, you name it-has become a
widespread cottage industry in the
underground economy. There are
political campaign buttons now
worth hundreds of dollars. Many
people now will not throw anything
away, storing old magazines, bottles, license plates, and sports programs in the garage or basement
on the sure and certain hope that
someday such junk will be valuable
to somebody because it is old. It is
as if our grip on the present, on
the very continuity of ourselves in
the onrush of time, is sustained by
surrounding ourselves with the debris of the past.
It should not surprise us, then,
to learn that American universities,
ever sensitive to the wants of their
clientele, have gone heavily into the
business of building cultural archives. Bowling Green, for instance, has a Popular Culture
Center with a massive collection of
comic books and records; the Uni-
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versity of Wisconsin at Madison has
a great collection of movies, studio
stills, lobby cards, and other artifacts of Hollywood; and a wide
variety of august institutions of
higher learning, from Columbia to
Texas, have collections of televisionania.

Our new archives mean
scholars of a future time
can solemnly pour over
World's Finest Comics,
Bowery Boys movies, and
kinescopes of Queen for
a Day and Divorce Court.

Scholars of a future time can solemnly pour over World's Finest Comics, Bowery Boys movies, and kinescopes of Queen for a Day and Divorce Court. Academic critics (not to
mention alumni and boards of directors) can charge, not without
some justice, that such collections
constitute a monument to vacuity,
dedicated to the celebration of the
flotsam and jetsam of cultural history. Defenders might counter that
such archives are compendia of
democratic culture; the selfsame
critics might retort that such an argument proves their point: democratic culture is a contradiction in
terms.
There is no doubt that such archives will be used for other than
"respectable" intellectual purposes.
People with nostalgic or amusement motives can search for their
lost youth or laugh at the silly stuff
from the popular past, but that
doesn't by itself justify such archives. But still, if utilized well,
these archives give us some important clues as to our common experience in the past. It just depends, as all scholarship high or
low, on how smart the user is, and
how the stuff is interpreted.

This is much on my mind because for several years I have
struggled mightily-and so far unsuccessfully-with the relationship
of popular movies and political history. It just isn't easy to state, even
though you know in your bones
that there's something important to
understand. Not only do you have
the problem of putting yourself in
the context of, say, World War II;
you also have to ask, what, if anything, does this movie tell you
about that time? What do the
movies of the Forties tell you about
the ethos of that era? I can appreciate the agony and perplexity
of art historians, or for that matter
anyone trying to state the linkage
of an historical period to its artifacts. Perhaps the true Faustian
impulse of the scholar is not the
desire to know everything, but
rather the desire to know anything.
My own various inquiries into
popular culture, however, have
convinced me that encasing the
popular past in a theoretical plaster
does little more than entomb the
subject. That is why I must dissent
from the contemporary "god-term"
of popular studies, Ideology. Advocates of an ideological interpretation of popular culture seem to
think there exists a cultural
hegemony in America enforced by
powers that use popular culture as
a way to control what people think
and what they want. Movies and
TV, then , serve to support the orthodoxies of the hegemonic powers
who control society, perpetuating
the official ideology, or at least
smoothing over social contradictions. One gets the image of a conspiratorial Mr. Ideology sitting in a
room somewhere deciding what
goes into scripts.
I doubt in the first place whether
there IS that much centralized
hegemonic power, whether small
groups of willful men really make
such ideological decisions, and
whether the great world of popular
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culture is that uniform. If movies,
for example, were expressions of a
dominant ideology alone, I suspect
they would have become so dreary
and disagreeable that they would
have died out long ago. (Such an
ideological view mars Robert B.
Ray's otherwise admirable A Certain
Tendency in the Hollywood Cinema,
1930-1980, i~ which he reaches the

astonishing, and preposterous, conclusion that Huckleberry Finn "offered a typically individualistic solution to the nation's unresolved racial and sectional anxieties, thereby
helping to forestall more systematic
governmental measures." My, my,
what sinister motives-and great
power over public policy-did old
Mark Twain's little book have.)
Similarly, television is supposed to
communicate the interests of the
powerful to us the powerless, a
seemingly passive mass that grimly
consume, like cod liver oil, messages that Mr. Ideology has decided is good for us.

The people who financed

Rambo and Rocky IV
were motivated less by
ardent jingoism or
anticommunist zeal than
by the suspicion that
audiences were available.

Such a view of popular culture is
probably the ultimate "trickle down"
theory, in which the ideological
scraps from the rich man's table
are enough to sustain us in a dependent and stolid state of subordination. The difficulty is that such a
view has no sense of "bubble up,"
no way of explaining why audiences find popular culture enduringly interesting. For good or ill,
TV and the movies are in an important way "audience-dependent,"
and thus what goes into them is a
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process that involves their values,
the ebb and flow of their opinions
and concerns, and their desire for
a cracking good story.
That is why the artifacts of popular culture are so often a sensitive
indicator of cultural change. The
purveyors of popular culture, let us
recall, are capitalists less in an
ideological sense than a pecuniary
one, and much to the chagrin of
moralists and Kulturkritiks, they try
with all their considerable skills to
hit those mass nerves that are
going to make them a buck. If
movies and TV served only an
ideological function, there would
likely be no negative depictions of
bankers; but since popular creators
know that audiences seem to like
and expect bankers as villainous
skinflints, that's what they give
them. (Bankers, by the way, have
bankrolled shows that included evil
bankers.)
This is not to say that popular
culture does not include themes
that powerful elites like to see represented. But one suspects that, for
instance, the people who financed
Rambo and Rocky IV were motivated
less by ardent jingoism or anticommunist zeal than by the suspicion
that audiences now might like such

fare-and they were right. Television scripts are not written by political theorists but rather teams skilled
in the science of audience expectations and moods. Like judges, the
creators of popular tales read election results. For a variety of
reasons, it makes more sense to
think of popular culture as
folklore, a body of genres and tales
with roots not so much in a forensic ideology but rather in folk beliefs.
So when we do go back to our
pasts, watching Route 66 or The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, we
probably vaguely realize that we
are watching something that we did
indeed participate in creating, and
that what we are watching now is in
some way we don't fu lly understand what we were, or more likely,
what we wou ld have liked to have
been. The endless ubiquity of television reruns and old movies is no
accident, no mere filler. These are
our past folk art, tales that all of us
of any age wrote, and they give us
a feeling that we are part of a past
that is related to the present, pasts
that we can relive through TV
folklore . TV reruns let us relive
our past by keeping the best, and
editing out the rest.
~~
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John Stuart Mill
And Pornography
Glenn N. Schram

Of the obstacles to an effective
ban on pornography in the United
States, one of the greatest is the influence of John Stuart Mill's essay
On Liberty, first published in 1859.
I wish to examine the structure of
Mill's argument and then to discuss
the implications of the analysis for
the issue of pornography.
Mill says that liberty ought to be
immune to interference by society
or government insofar as its exercise "directly, and in the first instance" affects the person exercising it, and not others. The immunity ought to be expanded to the extent that others are affected "with
their free, voluntary, and undeceived consent and participation."
Mill conceives of three types of
liberty. The first consists collectively of liberties of thought,
speech, and the press. The second
consists of liberty of tastes and pursuits; and the third, of liberty of association. In his definitions of the

Glenn N. Schram, whose articles and
reviews have appeared in a number of
journals, is Associate Professor of Political Science at Marquette University.
His essay, "Political Culture and the
Press: An Interpretive Essay on the
Milwaukee Journal," appeared zn
The Cresset in May, 1978.
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three types, he speaks of the first
in absolute terms while saying that
the two other types exist only insofar as the persons who possess
them do not harm others.
Later, however, he says that the
first type of liberty loses its immunity when its exercise entails incitement to a mischievous act, and he
gives as an example the expression
of the opinion that corn-dealers are
starvers of the poor, when the
opinion is delivered before an excited mob assembled in front of the
house of a corn-dealer.
Liberty in general ought to exist,
Mill says, only among advanced, as
opposed to backward, peoples, and
only among adults of sound mind.
"Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any state of things anterior to the time when mankind
have become capable of being improved by free and equal discussion."
In defense of the liberties of
thought, speech, and the press, Mill
says that to suppress an opinion is
to risk suppressing the truth, and
to assume one's own infallibility.
An opinion may contain only part
of the truth, but it should still be
free to contend in the marketplace
of ideas, so that the portion of the
truth which it contains will have a
chance of winning out.
Even if an opinion is totally in
error, it should not be suppressed.
By contending with error, those
who possess the truth will be
strengthened in their understanding of why it is true, and they will
be prevented from believing it as a
meaningless dogma, having no effect on their behavior.
There is nothing in Mill's essay
of the idea, which occurs in Milton's Areopagetica, that truth must
emerge victorious from a free and
open encounter with falsehood.
Nevertheless Mill thinks that encounters of this kind are necessary
for the proper development and
the happiness of the individual.

He distinguishes implicitly between the higher and lower
capacities of human beings, although he nowhere explains his
grounds for the distinction; and he
maintains that the development of
certain higher capacities is necessary to human happiness.
Among these capacities he includes, not the capacity for virtue,
but rather those for reasoning and
moral choice. It probably is fair to
say that argumentation about truth
is more important to Mill than the
possession of truth.
Moreover, he believes argumentation of this kind to be of benefit
to everybody, or at least to every
adult of sound mind living in an
advanced society. In an expression
of extreme optimism about human
nature, he writes:
It is not too much to require that
what the wisest of mankind, those who
are best entitled to trust their own
judgment, find necessary to warrant
their relying on it, should be submitted
to by that miscellaneous collection of a
few wise and many foolish individuals,
called the public.

Besides being extremely optimistic, this statement verges on selfcontradiction. Nothing about participation in or listening to a free
exchange of ideas would appear to
increase the warrant of a foolish
person for relying on his judgment; the kind of philosophical discourse which leads to such confidence would be beyond him.
Perhaps Mill fails to see the
problem because of the wide consensus on decent values in mid-Victorian England. He may overgeneralize from his time and place,
as when he says "that there is on
the whole a preponderance among
mankind of rational opinions and
rational conduct."
Mill believes, not only in the
progress of the individual through
self-development, but in social
progress; and he thinks the liberties of thought, speech, and the
The Cresset

press to be important to social
progress, too. In an extremely optimistic prediction, also no doubt
affected by his time and place, he
writes:
As mankind improve, the number of
doctrines which are no longer disputed
or doubted will be constantly on the
increase: and the well-being of mankind may almost be measured by the
number and gravity of the truths
which have reached the point of being
uncontested .

This prediction, of course, has
not been realized in either England
or America, despite the widespread
following of Mill's advice in both
countries. In fact, the opposite has
occurred: the number of doctrines
which are vigorously contested has
increased since Mill's day.
Having discussed the reasons for
the liberties of thought, speech,
and the press, Mill proceeds to explain the grounds for liberty of action, which presumably includes
both liberty of tastes and pursuits
and liberty of association. The argument is not very different from
that which precedes it.
Mill says that, since men are not
infallible and the beliefs which they
consider truths are for the most
part only half-truths, they should
not presume to suppress unusual
conduct as long as it does not harm
others; and again he argues in
terms of the progress of the individual and society:
Where [not the person's own character] but the traditions or customs of
other people are the rule of conduct,
there is wanting one of the principal
ingredients of human happiness, and
quite the chief ingredient of individual
and social progress.

At the level of the individual,
Mill says that liberty of action develops not only the capacities for
reasoning and moral choice but
also the capacity for aesthetic appreciation. At the level of society, it
serves the ends of "more enlightened conduct, and better taste
March, 1986

and sense in human life."
According to Mill, even if new
practices do not lead to the abandonment of custom, they will force
it to come to terms with originality
and thereby invigorate it and keep
it from becoming mechanical. Of
course, some new practices will become exemplars for change, and
the human beings "who at present
inhabit the more civilized parts of
the world . . . assuredly are but
starved specimens of what nature
can and will produce."

If one believes, as I
do, that pornography is
bad for individuals and
should not be publicly
tolerated, I fail to
see why one should not
trust one's judgment.

Again one might look at the record and ask whether English life
has attained higher levels of taste
and sense owing to such recent and
notable experiments in living as listening to the Beatles, going to
James Bond films , and enjoying the
delights of Piccadilly Circus.
It should be noted that, in a discussion of the application of his
principles, Mill says that he might
be willing to add a qualification to
them . He believes that fornication
and gambling fall under the heading of liberty which is immune to
interference by society or government. But procuring, and operating a gambling house, while they
may appear to fall under the same
heading, are done for profit, and
in the face of moral condemnation
by the public; and this combination
of factors, Mill says, may remove
the immunity of the actions,
though he is not sure.
We may now inquire into the implications of our analysis for por-

nography. The parts of Mill's argument which deal with infallibility
are rather persuasive, but the argument in general rests on largely
dubious assumptions about human
nature and social progress. Therefore, whether the sale and public
showing of pornography be considered an exercise of liberty of the
press or of liberty of tastes and
pursuits, Mill's point about infallibility is the chief barrier to a ban.
Nonetheless if one believes, as I
do, that pornography is bad for individuals and that its sale or public
display should not be tolerated, I
fail to see why one should not trust
one's judgment. Pornography is
also bad for society, among other
reasons because a society whose
government is unwilling to ban
pornography is unlikely to have
much success in bringing pressure
to bear on network and station
managers to clean up television
programs which are dirty, suggestive, and exceedingly violent but
not pornographic.
Moreover, it is unclear why Mill
should emphasize men's capacities
for reasoning and moral choice but
not their capacity for virtue. A different emphasis might have led
him to a different attitude toward
compulsion by government and society. Compulsion of this kind can
perform an educative function in
habituating people to good behavior-a first step in the acquisition of virtue. In other words, a
person may initially do the right
thing because of fear of punishment but gradually get used to
doing it and come to do it because
he wants to. He will then have acquired a virtue.
Finally, an analogy can be drawn
between dealers in pornography,
on the one hand, and operators of
gambling houses and procurers, on
the other hand, and it should be
remembered that even Mill was unsure whether such persons should
be able to operate freely.
••

••
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Dear Editor:
Next fall at the University here
in Dogwood we will open a residential college for 288 of our 11 ,200
undergraduates, an experiment
that we think will work .
It has worked at other places,
meaning that persons who have
lived in such a college often remember it as the place where they
learned from one another not to be
embarrassed about their minds. So
we gather from members of our
faculty who have had the experience. Unlike teeth braces, the mind
wasn't an affront to others, and un-

What we don't have is the right
building. We are taking over an old
cluster of dorms located adjacent to
the student union building, on a
hill overlooking U.S. 29. Being renovated this year, Monroe Hill is a
network of rooms on corridors,
with little "common" space and no
dining hall. Contracted to eat five
dinners together each week, and
one brunch, students will trek over
to a special dining room in the student union.
To my mind, dinner is the really
interesting part of the experiment.
In one of these letters I mentioned
a dislike of American dinner parties-the irritating cacophony and
the strain of two people holding
up , as if launching a hot-air balloon, a big conversational basket
that can be maneuvered gracefully
only by five or six people. At an
American dinner table for eight
there will be four separate conversations, at deafening volume.
I had hoped that only Dogwood
tolerated this barbarity, but a few
weeks ago Miss Manners in the
Washington Post reported that in
our government city people still
"turn the table. " You sit down for

like a puppy, its proper destiny was

dinner and start hollering at the

historian of the club. "There were

to get housebroken but not spayed.
We also think it will work because a large number of students
applied to live in the college, and
more faculty than we can use are
interested either in living there or
in having an official relationship.
Also, we have money for modest
programming and for reducing the
teaching load of a few faculty involved, so that professors who live
in the college will in fact be present, and have time for students.

person next to you, but just as a
topic gains momentum you have to
shift to the person on the other
side and start over. Your hostess
has turned to the person on her
other side, and everybody else has
to follow .
What Monroe Hill might do is
turn its back on the Potomac and
consider Boston. There in the
1850s was formed the Saturday
Club, so named because its members gathered on the last Saturday
of the month, in the Parker House
dining room. Some 12 to 20 members typically sat down together
(among them Holmes, Lowell ,
Longfellow, Emerson, the distinguished zoologist Louis Agassiz,
and Richard Henry Dana, Jr.,
lawyer, who had once sailed two

two principal groups at the ends of
the table." Which must mean that
the dozen or twenty men had not
six or ten conversations going, or
one, but typically two .
This is better than Dogwood and
D.C., but still better is what I will
call the "Eaglebrook" setup. A decade or so ago, living in Boston for
the year, I complied with the request of friends in Colorado to
serve in loco parentis for their two
boys enrolled at Eaglebrook, near
Deerfield, 100 miles west. Parents
were invited to the autumn festival-games, cider pressing, tour of
the school-and the midday meal
was in the big dining hall with the
boys and the teachers.
If memory is correct, the tables
were round, for seven or eight

Table Talk
Charles Vandersee

Charles Vandersee, at the University
of Virginia, has a poem in praise of
cars and skeptical of Grecian urns in a
new anthology, American Classic:
Car Poems for Collectors.
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years before the mast). In short, an
"interdisciplinary" group-the kind
we are assembling for Monroe Hill,
where students will represent not
only the College of Arts and Sciences but proportionately also
Commerce, Education, Nursing,
Engineering, and Architecture.
The very phrase "Boston club"
connotes stuffiness, provinciality,
and moral posturing; Brahmin
Boston and Concord pontiffs do
not strike us as models of engaging
discourse. If these men were not
disagreeably pedantic, then they
must have been peevishly competitive-pairing off and fencing with
barbs and epigrams. Each man
agonizing for advantage over his
neighbor.

To my mind, dinner is
the really interesting
part of the experiment.
But it was not so. They used one
long table, with Longfellow, a poet,
at one end, and Agassiz, a scientist,
at the other. "Conversation was
rarely general," according to the

The Cresset

people, and the conversation was
general. This is what we want. Not,
I think, at every table, but at every
other table wa one of the teachers,
keeping discipline and attempting
to infuse into the minds of Americans of middle-school age some notion of what "conversation" might
consist of. A table without a teacher
at lunch would have her there at
dinner. The shape of the table and
the size of the group (and the high
ceiling) and the alternating presence/absence of a foreign agent
seemed right to me; I'm not convinced that good things happen in
the mind, while at table, unless unobtrusively planned for, any more
than a savory fish or vegetable arrives without someone making an
expert visit to the market.
What we talked about at lunch at
Eaglebrook I don't remember; I remember only that at one point the
school song had to be sung by the
whole dining hall, boys and parent
and bemused fake parents (the
tune is "Once in Royal David's
City"). As for the Saturday Club, its
impressive variety of topics we can
somewhat surmise, but instead consider the cuisine: "excellent and
much more elaborate than the
lunch of the present day [1918];
seven courses at least, with sherry,
sauterne, and claret." There is
speculation here in Dogwood that
students in the Monroe Hill residential college will sometimes, despite their good intentions, not
wish to eat dinner five times a week
at the same place . Well, there are
inducements.
But back to conversation. Suppose, at Monroe Hill, you have a
round table, seven students, a mysterious elder, a drop of sherry, and
a lot of good will and energy? Can
anything be done to inculcate intelligent discourse-to divert the
tongues of the company from politics, jobs, the fissures of the University honor system, and the real
world outside the academy (Dallas
March, 1986

and Miami Vice)? Who sets the
agenda, or does one?
Years as a teacher lead me to
suggest that spontaneous discussion
is rarely satisfying. This is like entering a market and, without thinking, taking the head of cabbage
everyone else has frisked, or the little wine from a new vineyard near
Dogwood instead of a good Napa
Valley product. If I were a faculty
resident or associate (I have myself
not applied, having a program of
my own to run), I might have
ready at dinner various little matters to introduce, with some deftness, when people thoughtlessly
reach for whatever's on sale (politics and sports). Otherwise, as
Thoreau said, we meet at meals
"and give each other a new taste of
that old musty cheese that we are."

What are some of the
adjectives that we
ourselves would not use
for the U.S. but that
non-Americans would?
There might be some playful
penalties for conversational offenses (a tradition for the first year
to establish). Each round table
might also be a lotteried mix of
people who don't yet know one
another, with the mix changing
every week or so. Meanwhile, it's
not difficult to devise dozens of
questions worth general conversation at dinner:
1. Does the United States have
a capital?
2. Does extensive direct experience of something make one an
"authority"?
3. How much adversity 1s
necessary to achieve maturity?
4. Do we know for sure that
films and TV supply a more appealing cafeteria of values than do
families and religious occasions?

5. What are some of the adjectives that we ourselves would not
use for the United States but that
others in the world would?
6. How complete a revelation
of the mind of God does a human
being need to "believe"?
7. Does living abroad during
adolescence deprive a person of a
nation?
8. What skills should a college
require for a degree?
9. How much of American history between 1800 and 1861 can
the table construct?
10. Should one grow up?
Some more. The columnist Ellen
Goodman: "How do any of us
make assessments? What part is
reason? What part is fear? What
part do statistics play? What part
emotions?" A professor at the University of Massachusetts, Walker
Gibson, reacting to a lofty committee pronouncement, that college
should give students "access to the
diverse cultures that define the
contemporary world": "Who can
say when such access has indeed
been gained?"
Perhaps a bit heavy, these cultural and epistemological and anthropological matters, even with
sherry at hand to supply courage
and fake earnestness-which it will
not be, owing to state A.B.C. regulations, and because after dinner
there will be the Student Council
meeting to attend soberly, the choir
hoping to rehearse without slurring, the computer to sit down in
front of, masterfully.
The faculty member who craves
genuine conversation at the round
dinner table should therefore have
in her reticule more than entangling questions. There should be a
text now and then: a magazine article, a passage from a play currently
at Culbreth Theatre, a poem or
paragraph or letter (something,
let's say, by an author currently esteemed as beyond criticism: Elizabeth Bishop, Flannery O'Connor,
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Annie Dillard, Walker Percy,
Thomas Pynchon, Milan Kundera).
Here the issue before the table is
not muscles or nerves-not grappling with a tough question as if it
were a tight jar lid, or jiggling the
tumbler on a safe. Not a matter of
getting into something, getting at
knowledge or clarification or common understanding. It is instead almost the opposite. To contemplate
a short text is a matter of caressing
and relaxing, of tasting rather than
chewing. The mind craves contrasts: mazes and race tracks, argument and banter. But besides these
there is contemplation: standing
still (a quizzical countenance permitted).

We might discover, as
the year runs along, that
we want more and more
of the silence of agony
at our table of talk.
Samuel Johnson expressed this
third desideratum when he told
Boswell about his earnest mother,
who every Sunday made him read
The Whole Duty of Man. It taught
him nothing. "I was no more convinced that theft was wrong than
before; so there was no accession of
knowledge." But his mind did
crave something else. "A boy
should be introduced to such
books, by having his attention directed to the arrangement, to the
style, and other excellences of composition; that the mind, being thus
engaged by an amusing variety of
objects, may not grow weary."
Morality should be seen more
abundantly, as manners. Ethics as
style, philosophy as form, politics as
gesture. By means of a literary text.
Not that a poem or psalm or
prophecy has to be brought to
every meal, in the pocket of a
tweed jacket, falling out, as if by ac-
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cident, beside the creme caramel.
Contrivance has its excesses. The
point is only that Johnson's variety-amusing and otherwiseshould be a sort of governing principle for the year at the collegiate
table. And a genuine variety, not
just our own twentieth-century
North American habits of being.
Let us be astonished by the forms
and conventions of many cities and
centuries, and summon also the
agonies under them.
We might indeed discover, as the
year runs along, and April arrives,
that we want more and more of the
silence of agony at our table of
talk. Maturity may mean more than
just keeping the balloon in the air.
"I do not lack the courage to think
a complete thought," said Kierkegaard, with what sounds like (but is
not) the blithe insouciance that
youth used to have. "Up to now I
have feared none," he goes on, and
we expect the cant which says no
idea is too tall or scruffy for the
human mind to wrestle with--collegiate bravado.
Instead, Kierkegaard launches a
question that resists resolution: Can
a human being (Abraham, knife
poised over his son Isaac) be simultaneously a man of God and a premeditating murderer? "If I should
encounter such a one [a thought to
be feared], I hope that I at least
will have the honesty to say: This
thought makes me afraid, it shocks
me, and therefore I will not think
it."
We would want, as a measure of
success for Monroe Hill or any
similar enterprise, some eventual
statistics as to the number of sleepless nights each participant attributed not to bad cooking or allnight partying but to the table talk
of the previous evening-nights
simultaneously "cold and passionate," as Yeats would have the dawn
to be.
From Dogwood, fa ithfully yours,

c.v.
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Over the past few months, I have
allowed several books to accumulate steadily in their own "to-beconsidered-later" pile on my desk,
which now labors under the weight
of my procrastination. But now in
these pre-April-15th weeks my
desk, no longer my own, wiJI soon
take on a more frantic identity,
alien to scholarly leisure, and much
more representative of my husband's tax-time efficiency. It is
time, therefore, to approach my
approach-avoidance complex and
admit that I have reasons both to
want to review and not to want to
review each one of these books.
Perhaps my biggest disappointment in recent months has been
Umberto Eco's The Name of the Rose,
for which I saved a special block of
time this summer. So much has already been said and written about
this book that I do not feel especially compelled to offer a detailed
explanation of my own negative responses. The book, ostensibly a
murder mystery set in a medieval
monastery, does provide a fascinating and authentic glimpse of life in
medieval times.
My objection, however, comes
from the feeling I could not
shake-that Eco was kidnapping
the novel form and holding it for
ransom-the payoff being the critical recognition that theory alone
could create a novel. Semiotics and
deconstructionist theory are • certainly capable of enriching literary
criticism, but I feel nervous about
the attempts of some theorists to
displace literature entirely. (I am
convinced that the recent movement among Marxist and feminist
critics to alter the literary "canon"
is so that their theories can survive). Put simply, I felt this novel
was written primarily to espouse an
ideology. I am always suspicious of
didacticism masquerading as literature.
The same friend who touted
Eco's book as the novel of the cenMarch, 1986

tury also recommended George
Garrett's The Succession: A Novel of
Elizabeth and James. I couldn't resist
the idea of the novel. Based on a
most interesting series of letters between Queen Elizabeth and her
successor, King James of Scotland,
the novel begins in March of 1603
as Elizabeth lies dying. The chapters are told from the points of
view of various characters-a messenger, a priest, a courtier, etc.during and before the reign of
Elizabeth, jumping from 1603 to
1566 to 1603 again, back to 1587,
throughout the novel.

On the second and third
readings, the book began
to sound more
propagandistic than I
had remembered. It did
not hold up well under
close critical scrutiny.
The 1566 messenger captures
the inevitability of history particularly well, traveling from Edinburgh to London, arriving finally
in the penultimate chapter (and
near, therefore, to the death of
Elizabeth in the sequential space of
the novel, though not in historical
time). His journey is "a kind of
long daydream. Seeking not to
waste himself in regret for a lost
past. Hoping never to allow himself
to fear the future."
He protests that "to imagine too
much beforehand . . . can only
double the pain of disappointments
when they come along. (As they
will come.) And, so far as [he] can
judge, imagination can add nothing
at all to life's pleasures. Therefore,
let be what will be." James VI of
Scotland imagines throughout this
novel what must be done to become King of England. Elizabeth
postpones naming James her heir
because, among other things, she

refuses to imagine England without
her or herself without England .
With or without imagination, what
will be, finally is.
The book is brilliantly conceived,
but unfortunately it moves as
slowly as the messenger's journey
from Scotland to London. In attempting to avoid the many pitfalls
of historical fiction, Garrett creates
a few new ones. His idea-that the
fragments of history seem best
handled by the novelist who can
rearrange and reimagine-imposes
an intention and direction on the
characters that the novel's form
seems to undercut. The messenger's final words seem to express Garrett's actual historical
philosophy: "We only sniff and follow our noses as we go along."
Speaking of which, I finally
found on the remainder shelf of
my local bookstore a novel I have
wanted to read all year-Mary Gordon's Men and Angels. I enjoyed it
immensely, but I was-and still
am-reluctant to review it because
I am uncertain about my own objectivity. The last time I felt this
way about a novel, I dashed off a
rave review for The Cresset-and
later changed my mind.
The book was Alice Walker's The
Color Purple, and I was exuberant
in my reaction because I was so delighted and relieved that finally a
novelist had said something about
women that I was hungry to hear.
Because of the review, I was asked
to serve on a panel di cussion of
the book, and in my preparations
for that discussion, I realized that
something had happened to what I
consider my ordinarily reliable critical sensibilities.
On the second and third readings, the book began to sound
more propagandistic than I had remembered. It did not hold up
under close scrutiny. What I
needed to hear said about women
Alice Walker had said, but in the
process she had allowed ideology
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to consume art. Finall y, her characters-even Celie, who started off so
promisingly-became secondary to
"message." I began to grow uncomfortable. I grew particularly uncomfortable when in the question
period following the panel discussion, one woman in isted that Alice
Walker was the new William Faulkner. We had all, it seemed, in the
euphoria of Walker's vision , lost
our clear-sightedness.
So here I am again, approaching
and avoiding, hoping that I can see
Men and Angels clearly in spite of
my emotional response to it. Mary
Gordon writes of myself-Anne, a
woman in her thirties, mother of
children three years apart, the
older a boy, the younger a girl.
Anne is researching a figure in art
history for a catalogue to be
printed within a few months. Her
husband i in France on sabbatical.
She needs, above all things, a reliable babysitter, and she settles for
someone who seems dedicated, if
odd.
Here, for the first time, is an author who understands what it is to
be a scholar and a mother, intensely involved in both the lives of
her children and in the life of the
artist she is research in g. She knows
the pushes and pulls of it all. She
understands how it is all so different from what it must be to be a
scholar and a father.
Michael's attachment to the children
had always seemed so different
from hers. When they were babies,
she physically ached for them if she
was away from them. At night before she went to sleep, she had to
restrain herself from lifting them
out of their cribs, she wanted so
much to have them near her, to put
her mouth against their cheeks,
their hair. She knew their bodies
better than Michael did, for she
tended them more, and they had
lived closer to her body. They had
lived in the curves her body made
while she nursed t.hem; she had felt
their mall , primitive fingers tapping, running up her torso. Flesh of
my flesh. Did it go for fathers too?
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She hadn't thought so. Michael's
passion for the children was a remove farther from the body. There
was a kind of nostalgia about it, as
if in holding his children he was
holding the child he wished he had
been. He never saw himself as once
the flesh that housed them; he
didn't see it as a miracle that they
got through one whole day of their
lives alone. This made it easy for
him to give their nature a moral
credit she always had to strain after.
Perhaps this is why the babysitter
search is often so much more
agomzmg for working mothers
than for fathers. For Anne the new
sitter, Laura, appears at precisely
the right moment, and Anne hires
her, even though she fee ls vaguely
uncomfortable about her. Laura
has been influenced by a weird
variety of religious sects and cults,
but she has decided to be smart
this time, and not to reveal herself
too quickly to Anne. She is desperate for love and attention, and
when Anne eventually fires her for
negligence of the children, Laura
commits suicide in Anne's home,
marking it in a way she never could
have in life-and forcing Anne to
reali ze that her children will be
touched by the world's fallenness.
She realizes that "there was so little you cou ld do for them, even if
you spent every moment with
them, gave them every waking
thought, there wasn't much that
you could do. You gave them life,
you loved them, then you opened
them out to the world . . . . This is
life. What shall we make of it? For
it is terrible, and shining, and our
hearts are sore. Something dreadful has happened to us; more will
happen: terrible, beautifu l, there is
no way of telling . . . . " I feel that
Anne comes very close to understand ing the scandal of the cross-a
terrible, beautiful, dreadful, shining happening. This novel is terribly close to me.
I ordered Janet Burroway's Opening Nights because I have used her

textbook, Writing Fiction, for the
past several years in my fiction
writing classes. The latter is a remarkably thorough, well-written
book and the stories she has chosen
to include as examples are provocative and excellent-from Barth to
Adler to Calisher. I was ready to
read something of her own.

The author understands
what it is to be a
scholar and a mother,
intensely involved both
in the lives of her
children and in the
life she is researching.
Opening Nights is the story of the
production of a play-Manet's The
Nuns-on the campus of a small
college in Georgia. All of the characters in the novel are involved in
some way in the play's production:
costume designer, set builder, director,
actors,
and
actresses.
Likewise, all characters are responsible for the play's accidentally
tragic results in which dramatic action becomes inseparable from real
action. The novel is almost perfectly plotted, the themes, characters, and subplots neatly intertwining and leading unhesitatingly toward the climax and denouement.
The characters, which include two
women who have been married to
the same man (the director of the
play), are wonderfully strong, believable people. Throughout the
novel, Burroway demonstrates her
skill with the novelistic genre, her
understanding of theatre, and her
ability to handle character with
both subtlety and strength.
So why do I hesitate to praise
this novel unreservedly? Because
everything is tidied up too neatly at
the end , I guess. It finally seems
contrived. I enjoyed it while I was
reading it, but resent it a bit now
that I've finished .
The Cresset

Shusako Endo, the Japanese
writer whose novel , Silence, is one
of the finest and most honest
Christian novels of our time, has
recently published Stained Glass
Elegies, a collection of stories. Once
again, as with the rest of the books
in this review, I approach and
avoid. Finally, however, it is better
to accept this collection on the basis
of the excellent stories than to discard it because of the poorer ones.
Endo writes of the Japanese
Christian who is haunted both by
the martyrs of his past and by
those who in their weakness turned
their backs on Christ and apostacized. Most of Endo's characters
are second or third generation
Japanese Christians, who are still
uncertain about what it means to
be Christian, but whose religious
upbringing has set them apart
from their fellow Japanese Buddhists. For these isolated Christians
the early Japanese martyrs provide
uncomfortable examples.
It is, therefore, with the kakure,
the descendents of the original
apostacizers, that Endo's characters
most identify. These kakure live in
isolated settlements deep within the
hills , shrouding their Christian
practice with Buddhist trappings.
For centuries they had been forced
by the Buddhists to trample on the
fumie, the wooden image of Christ's
face. They would always do so, but
would return to their villages filled
with guilt and shame, and would
scourge themselves.
Even this act of penitence did not
assuage their guilt. The humiliation
and anxiety of a traitor does not
simply evaporate. The relentless
gaze of their martyred comrades
and the missionaries who had
guided them continued to torment
them from afar. No matter how diligently they tried, they could not be
rid of those accusing eyes.
It is this agony and guilt of the
survivor that informs so many of
Endo's stories in this collection. A
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few stories take place in hospital.
Death comes close, surrounds, but
finally leaves the main characters,
who watch others die around them.
In one story, a man meets again a
French priest he had known as a
child. All Christians had been
persecuted during the war, but this
priest had alone, of all the man's
friends, been tortured. The priest
quietly demonstrates the kind of
faith which makes the other Christians feel weak and inadequate.
In another story Tokyo is
bombed, a young violinist's home is
destroyed, but she goes on with a
scheduled concert the next evenmg.
As he followed the music, Konishi
thought about the dying city of
Tokyo. He thought of the scorched,
reddish sky he had seen from the
station platform. He thought of the
drafted workers and students waiting in the chill winter wind for a
bus to pick them up at Kawasaki
Station. He remembered the thin
face of lnami, the tear-stained face
he had buried in his bedcovers the
night before his induction. Perhaps
the air-raid sirens would whine
again tonight, and many more
people would die . Tomorrow morning Konishi, the other members of
the audience and Ono Mari (the
violinist] might be reduced to charred grey corpses. Even if he did not
die today, before long he would be
carted off to the battlefield. When
that happened, only the strains of
this melody would remain to reach
the ears of those who survived.
In "Despicable Bastard," a dormitory of Christian students waiting for the draft visit a leprosy hospital, taking with them two nonChristian students who have been
assigned to their division. The nonChristians are cynical and attempt
to be detached in their attitude toward the outing, finally challenging
the supposed philanthropic attitudes of the Christian students by
suggesting a baseball game with
some of the more physically able
lepers. In one of the most touching
scenes in this collection, Egi, one of

the non-Christians, is caught between first and second base, and
faces a certain tag-out.
Egi's body was no longer willing to
respond to the promptings of his
conscience. He stopped, hoping to
be able to dodge his opponent, and
looked up nervously at the approaching patient.
In the patient's eyes Egi saw a
plaintive flicker, like the look in the
eyes of an abused animal.
"Go ahead, I won't touch you,"
the patient said softly.
Egi felt like crying when he was
finally by himself. ...
''I'm a good-for-nothing, a wretch
... a base, cowardly, vile, despicable
bastard ."
Here is another type of kukare. All
that is missing is the self-flagellation.
Unfortunately, this collection of
stories is flawed on two counts. To
begin with, the characters and situations are in some cases distressingly repetitious. But a more serious flaw lies in Endo's inclusion of
"Incredible Voyage," a story that
could have been written by an adolescent out to impress his friends
with his scatalogical imagination. A
young physician falls in love with a
girl who needs surgery. He and his
colleagues are made microscopic
and enter her body to perform the
required surgery. They get lost
along the way, end up in the intestines, and discover new obstacles.
This is a particularly indulgent,
juvenile piece of writing that does
not belong in a volume of otherwise sensitive stories.
All of these books contain moments of truth, of insight into
human relationships, of questions
about God's silence in a world
which carries misery along with its
joy. None of these books is an inferior piece of literature, but all
make me hesitate a bit before pronouncing my final judgment. If
any are failures, they are interesting failures, worthy of close reading and discussion.
Cl
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Some Miseries
Dot Nuechterlein
Four times in the past two weeks
have been in discussions on the
topic of divorce. It is high time to
get my thoughts in order, since the
issue seems to come up regularly.
First, let me make a point about
statistics. While it is true that the
U.S. divorce rate is high, there is
quite a bit of exaggerated concern
about it in our country, because
people are not aware of how to interpret the Census Bureau figures.
A 50 per cent divorce rate does
not mean that when 100 cou pies
marry, half of them will probably
divorce; it is instead a simple comparison between how many marriages and divorces take place in a
given year, which at present is
about one to two, or 50 per cent.
But since most Americans are already married, the pool of couples
who can wed is relatively small,
while the pool of those who could
possibly end their marriages is
enormous. The point is, by far the
majority of people marry once and
stay married, and of those who do
call it quits, most marry again and
stay married. I have not seen the
most recent figures, but as of a few
years ago they came out this way:
Of those who married for the
first time, approximately 38 of 100
were eventually divorced; about 30
of those remarried, and only about
12 were divorced for the second
time. That is a far cry from one of
every two splitting.
Nonetheless, the phenomenon of
divorce is a serious ocial and personal problem, and there can be no
doubt that it has affected society in
far-reaching ways. The emotional
costs to the partners involved can
be devastating; even in cases where
one feels he or she is clearly in the
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right, there can be self-doubt and
loss of self-esteem simply in contemplating the question: "How
could I have been so dumb as to
choose such a jerk-tramp-liar-whatever in the first place?''
In talking with divorced persons
or their children it seems clear that
whether the split is amicable or involves open warfare, a sense of
dashed dreams and failure lingers,
ususally in both partners. That can
motivate them to throw themselves
into other pursuits and become
positive, productive individuals; it
can also bring incapacitation and
impotence. Both of these reactions
have consequences for others.
Without question children of divorce have lives that are altered
from what they might have been
otherwise. Something like 18-20
per cent of our school-aged children today live for a time in singleparent families. Some have lost a
parent through death, more are
born to single women, but most live
in homes touched by divorce.
All of the studies done on this
state of affairs show mixed results.
Some children lead a more orderly,
quiet, nourishing existence because
their parents are no longer together, but others suffer loneliness,
split loyalties, and/or poverty. I
think it was Tolstoy who said something about happy families being
more or less alike, but each unhappy family being unhappy in its
own way. It is difficult to make
generalizations.
One common observation among
social scientists who study these
things, however, is that while
single-parenthood is difficult for
most people, the quality of parenting is not related to whether it is
done singly or by pairs. Children
can develop emotional stability and
moral health either way.
This is not the place to treat the
subject fully, but there is a point to
be made that does not often appear
in print: one of the causes of the

higher divorce rate today may in
time result in a lowered one. There
is no longer the pressure on
couples to remain in a troubled or
even rotten marriage for economic
reasons as there was in the past.
Women now have greater employment opportunities, and are less
likely than was true earlier to depend on men to "take care" of
them. And since the courts no
longer treat the concept of alimony
the same as previously, men do not
as commonly face the specter of financial devastation if they contemplate leaving an intolerable situation.
At the same time, though, a
woman doesn't have to marry to
survive, or even to live in some
comfort. She is more likely than
her older sisters to wait until she
has had more life experience before choosing the man she wants to
spend the future with. The betting
is that the later average age at marriage will create more mature,
stable unions right from the start.
In the past there were twin peaks
of divorce. One was within the first
few years when the couple might
say: "Okay, this is a mistake; let's
go our separate ways while we can
still start over." The other was after
twenty years or so, the empty nest
stage when children had grown
and gone, when the couple that
had married in haste or in youth
realized they had grown in different directions and no longer
trusted the bonds between them.
Added maturity may provide more
enlightened choices.
At least it seems that young
adults today, the ones I encounter
in the classroom, have a more
realistic view of marriage-both the
pluses and the minuses-than I recall from my own generation's
youth. Perhaps the miseries that
have accompanied our divorce
statistics introduced a note of caution that may ward off those miseries for others.
Cl
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